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Chapter One: Introduction 
In January 2009, my family and I arrived in Dublin airport. The last few months had 
been a frenzy of packing, cleaning and organising, emptying our house of everything we 
owned and putting it into storage. Six months earlier, my father had received his Irish 
citizenship through descent from his Belfast born grandparents. Buoyed by visions of an 
immersive cultural experience, my parents decided to take me and my four younger 
siblings to Ireland for a year. 
It might have been a disaster: we had no house, no car, no jobs. Weeks after we had 
bought our airline tickets the Irish economy - the so-called Celtic Tiger - was sucked 
into the vortex of the Global Financial Crisis, taking half of our savings with it as the 
Australian Dollar collapsed against the Euro. But somehow, it worked out. We found 
ourselves living in the southwest corner of Ireland, on a dairy farm in Ballybrack near 
Firies, Killarney, County Kerry and, over the course of the year, my parents and I fell in 
love with the country. My father got a job as a tour guide at the Rock of Cashel in 
County Tipperary, and our family weekends were spent roaming the Irish countryside, 
clambering over field fences to reach crumbling castles, or haunting the cloisters of 
ruined abbeys.   
In this process of getting to know the Irish terrain I became aware that the Irish have a 
particular way of discussing land and the past that was different to what I was used to in 
Australia. The Irish relationship with place intrigued me. In the intervening years my 
curiosity has developed into this present inquiry, which investigates the ways that 
archaeological sites contribute to a sense of place and national identity in Ireland.  
The narratives that we tell about places structure how we experience them. This is not a 
one-way process; the experience of place also structures narratives. Narratives are 
culturally defined; I address Irish narratives of place below. To approach the way 
narratives and place are mutually constitutive, I examine archaeological sites through an 
anthropological lens; I situate places in their social, cultural and political contexts. 
Then, in order to discuss how these archaeological sites are used as material by various 
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groups in their diverse efforts to make meaning in the present, I combine the approaches 
of historical ethnography and the anthropology of history (Silverman and Gulliver 1992: 
16). The history of places is not merely a contextual backdrop for study of the 
ethnographic present, but is a central part of the way that people engage with their 
worlds (Glass 2016). 
Archaeological sites are defined by their perceived temporal depth and material 
qualities; this sets them apart from non-archaeological sites. The temporality of 
archaeological places exists in the material memory of the tangible remains of past 
human activity (Olivier 2011). Archaeological places also “gather” intangible memory 
(Casey 1996) held by the people who live by and make meaning of archaeological sites 
in the broader context of their daily lives. These physical and intangible forms of 
memory are central to the way archaeological sites are represented through abstract 
thoughts and ideas, and in the way people engage with them through lived experience. 
Temporality is a key component in narratives of place (Tilley 1994: 33). Shanks and 
Tilley (1993 [1987]: 25) note that there is no single ‘essential meaning of the past’, but, 
as argued by Bender et. al. (2007: 26)  ‘[a]ll accounts, no matter how seemingly 
factual...are, in reality, a sort of narrative’. Temporality defines how such narratives are 
woven; the age of the site can be viewed as forming a vertical thread that stretches 
across the distance between past and present. For every site this warp is unique: it 
reflects the material remains that survive over time. Interwoven across this temporal 
warp is a weft of multiple interpretations and meanings that people make of sites. 
Together these threads weave a rich and diverse fabric of place. Although the materiality 
of sites extant at particular points in time have a concrete form that is objectively able to 
be testified, subjective understandings of place are multivocal and multilocal (Rodman 
2003 [1992]); no two archaeological places produce the same pattern, the same “sense” 
of place. 
There are many narratives of Ireland. A core narrative of Irish identity is that of a global, 
modern state. This identity of Ireland was expressed in the imagery of the “Celtic 
Tiger”; an accelerated period of economic prosperity and development between 
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1995-2007 that witnessed the country transition from its rural agricultural roots into a 
service economy (White 2010: 28, 30). This image of modern Ireland contrasts with the 
traditional, romantic nationalist narrative of “rural Ireland” that centred on a connection 
with the land and a rejection of modernity.  
Archaeological places are deeply implicated in narratives of nation (Kohl and Fawcett 
1995). The link between archaeological place and national narrative has been explored 
around the world, including Silberman’s (1989) discussion of the city of Troy in Turkey. 
The interplay of archaeology and national identity in Ireland is evident in the 
development of a “Celtic” identity. Although Celtic identity has historically had 
connotations of peripherality and marginality in the rural west of Ireland, archaeology 
has also shaped a positive “Celtic” Irish identity (Leerssen 1996, 2003; Horning 2007). 
Core to 19th century Irish nationalism was the “Celtic Revival” which emphasised links 
with the “Celtic” past; archaeology played a key role, especially through archaeological 
artefacts which, though their presentation in national museums, has shaped Irish identity 
(Garvey, Ó Síocháin and Drazin 2012; Hutchinson 2001). This trend of drawing on the 
past to construct contemporary identity is not limited to Ireland, but follows a similar 
trend in Scotland (Symonds 2011). The Celtic identity that persists in nationalist 
narratives today is a construct, an example of the “invented traditions” that arise in 
response to contemporary social and political contexts (Hobsbawm and Ranger 1984 
[1983]). Despite the fact that “Celtic” is largely a fictional construct, especially in 
archaeological terms, it has generated global notions of “Celticity” that have 
implications for identity and politics well beyond the territorial borders of the Irish 
nation-state (Champion 1996; Dietler 2006). 
Archaeological places have also been implicated in the narrative of the modern, global 
state. The boom and bust of the Celtic Tiger impacted on the way the Irish relate to 
place and their past (cf. Newman 2014). This is reflected in the focus of the heritage 
industry; heritage tourism is fuelled by the marketing of a distant past whilst more 
recent history remains predominantly associated with ‘emigration and high 
unemployment’ (Kirby, Gibbons and Cronin 2002: 7). The transformation of 
archaeological places into commodities for tourist consumption was a notable aspect of 
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the economic expansion of Ireland, and has implications for Irish identity within Ireland 
and abroad (for examples see O’Connor and Cronin 1993; Cronin and O’Connor 2003). 
In Ireland, as elsewhere around the world, heritage is implicated in political and national 
agendas and is shaped in response to the demands of the present (Lowenthal 1998a, 
1998b, 2015; Shanks and Tilley 1993 [1987]; Smith 2006; Turnbridge and Ashworth 
1996; Waterton 2010). 
Archaeological sites become contested arenas in which these national narratives are 
enacted. Such sites do not exist in isolation, but are part of broader landscapes. 
Landscape encompasses individual places or sites and provides a broad setting for 
attachments to place and the construction of identity (Tilley 1994: 34; Stewart and 
Strathern 2003). The concept of landscape has received considerable attention in 
archaeology and anthropology (Ashmore and Knapp 1999; Bender 1993; Hirsch and 
O’Hanlon 1995; Stewart and Strathern 2003; Ucko and Layton 1999). Whilst 
anthropological studies have focused on the making of meaning in landscape, landscape 
archaeology refers to a series of broader methodological approaches. These range from 
studies that investigate settlement patterns to more interpretive analyses that consider 
the way that occupants of the landscape perceive their world (David and Thomas 2008). 
Scholarship has also addressed the role of landscape in constructions of cultural and 
national identity (Palmer 1998; Newman 2009), and phenomenological approaches seek 
to understand the meaning of landscape through lived experience (Thomas 1996; Tilley 
2008). Landscapes themselves are historically constituted, and must be understood 
within their particular historical context (Bender 1993: 2). 
The representation of landscape shapes the ways it is used in narratives. Map-making 
has been understood as an attempt to make landscapes legible for European observers 
(e.g. Focault’s notion of the “gaze”, cf. Thomas 1993; Wickstead 2009). An oft-
referenced Irish example is the 19th century Ordnance Survey instigated by the British 
(Robinson 2003; Smith 2003). These abstracted representations do not reflect local 
knowledge or subjective understandings of place (e.g. Frake 1996; Gow 1995; Smyth 
1985), though Bender (1999) recognises the potential for resistance against what she 
terms the “Western Gaze”. Furthermore, Flexner (2014) shows how maps can provide a 
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starting point for discussions between academics and local communities, and argues that 
spatial measurement does not necessarily divorce places from their meaningful lived 
context. Thus maps can serve to enable the recognition of narratives that are embedded 
in landscape. 
Landscapes contain archaeological and non-archaeological places. The understanding of 
places as active cultural constructions rather than empty geographical spaces are key 
components in anthropological treatment of place (Basso 1996; Feld and Basso 1996; 
Low and Lawrence-Zúñiga 2003; Rodman 2003 [1992]). Multivocality and 
multilocality are essential concepts in understanding the multiple meanings formed by 
different users of place (Rodman 2003 [1992]). Basso (1996: 107) argues that places 
animate ‘ideas and feelings’ at the same time as ‘ideas and feelings animate…places’. In 
a similar fashion archaeological places shape and are shaped by the interpretations, 
archaeological and otherwise, that are made of them. 
These themes are useful in understanding place and landscape in the context of Ireland. 
The Irish relationship to place has been largely implicit in anthropological studies in 
Ireland. Early ethnographic work in Ireland includes the studies undertaken by 
Arensberg (1988 [1937]), and Arensberg and Kimball (1961 [1940]), which focused on 
kinship and economic practice in rural Ireland. Their work exercised considerable 
influence over subsequent anthropological narratives that focused on the west of Ireland 
as an “exotic” part of the country where folk practice was perceived as being largely 
intact. Studies following this trend include Evans’ (1967 [1942]) work, which 
emphasised the continuity of “peasant” social life and material culture in the rural west 
as being unchanged from the distant past. Engaging with these early studies, Whelan 
(2003) comprehensively shows that the conception of the rural west as historically static 
is incorrect, by showing that many of the rural settlements on the west coast date only 
from the 18th century. French (2013) has also addressed the portrayal of Arensberg and 
Kimball’s (1961 [1940]) communities as socially static, arguing that social life in these 
communities was dynamic, shaped by the political violence of post-Civil War Ireland. 
Conversely, the perception of Arensberg and Kimball’s (1961 [1940]) work as a 
portrayal of stasis has been challenged by Wilson and Donnan (2006); they argue that 
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rather than continuity, Arensberg and Kimball were actually interested in the changes 
occurring in the shift from traditional to modern forms of life in Ireland.  
Nonetheless, the pattern formed by the prominence of study on the west of Ireland has 
continued to shape anthropological narratives and discussion. Wilson’s (1984) review of 
anthropological study in Ireland calls for new directions of research that move away 
from the themes set by Arensberg and Kimball’s (1961 [1940]) ethnographic work, 
whereas Edwards (1996) uses the preoccupation with the west of Ireland to support a 
case for further anthropological study in that area. Silverman and Gulliver (1992) 
acknowledge that anthropological study is complicit in perpetuating the image of the 
west of Ireland as rural, poor and backward; this context informs their decision to 
undertake fieldwork on the east side of the country in County Kilkenny.  
The work on landscape, culture and tourism brought together in the field of Irish Studies 
has also taken up this narrative of the rural west as an “exotic” place akin to colonised 
lands elsewhere in the world (Kockel 1995: 3; Leerssen 2003; Nash 1993). This 
exoticisation of the west is an example of the way that the lived experience of these 
communities has been abstracted to form imaginary notions of place now prominent in 
scholarly narratives. This is not to say that all anthropological study in Ireland has been 
limited to the rural west: Wilson and Donnan (2006) provide an excellent overview of 
anthropological study undertaken in various parts of the Republic and North of Ireland. 
Studies in the North have ranged from a study of folklore and storytelling (Glassie 
1982) to substantial work dedicated to sectarian violence (Jarman 1993; Wilson and 
Donnan 2006). Other studies of Irish landscape and place range from questionable 
assertions of the deep historical continuity of Irish attachments to rural places (Ó Tuama 
1985), to work that challenges 'the notion that places have fixed identities' (Kneafsey 
1995: 136). Landscape in Ireland has also been considered in regards to its role in 
constructing local and national identities; it has been viewed as a receptacle for local 
knowledge with a focus on the intricacies of lived places (Robinson 2003). 
Other threads in anthropological study of Ireland include religion, government, politics, 
urbanisation and economic practice (Wilson and Donnan 2006). Relationship to place 
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has remained an underlying concern, evident in explorations of identity within the 
context of globalisation. An example of Irish ethnography that has engaged beyond the 
territorial borders of Ireland is Negra’s (2006) volume on the transnationalism of 
“Irishness” and the implications this has for constructions of identity and race. Other 
ethnographers have taken a multi-sited approach, such as Wulff's (2007a) ethnography 
of dance in Ireland. In their discussion of anthropological work on Ireland, Egan and 
Murphy (2015) applaud the direction the discipline is moving and argue for Irish 
anthropology to confront its past of rural exoticisation and engage with the wider 
context of world anthropological study. 
In writing about the Irish sense of place, Sheeran (1988) argues that places exist only in 
the idea or narrative conjured from the name of place. This argument is complemented 
by O’Farrell’s (1992) model of Irish places constituted in memory and the imagination. 
According to Sheeran (1988) and O’Farrell (1992), the Irish attribute little value or 
meaning to physical places: the true sense of place exists in the mind. This perspective 
contrasts with a phenomenological understanding of place as developed by Heidegger 
(1977). In developing his argument about the Irish sense of place, Sheeran (1988) 
opposes Heidegger’s (1977) notion of dwelling as the act of being in the world. For 
Heidegger (1977), locations are made of things; things gather the ‘fourfold’ essence of 
earth, sky, divinities and humans. In this gathering of the fourfold, things define 
locations which make space for sites. For Heidegger, cultivation of the landscape is a 
key part of dwelling. Sheeran (1988: 196-7) draws from this to argue that since Irish 
places are uncared for and uncultivated, the Irish cannot be said to dwell in place. For 
Sheeran (1988), places are intangible, existing only as an idea. This contrasts with 
Heidegger’s (1977: 334-5) argument that because people dwell in space, spaces do not 
simply exist as thoughts, but as concrete things. 
Archaeological places, as palimpsests of previous human activity (Olivier 2011) are 
examples of such Heideggarean “things”: they contain the many-layered remains of 
previous generations' dwelling in the landscape. Their physicality as things defines the 
identity of their location as archaeological sites. This “thing-ness” of archaeological 
sites shapes the way that people interact with the physical forms of place, as illustrated 
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in phenomenological approaches to archaeology. A phenomenological approach argues 
that landscapes should be understood through embodied experience and that landscapes 
are real, material entities that do not exist solely as representations in the mind (Tilley 
1994, 2008a, 2008b). 
These two models of place reflect the fact that narratives both shape, and are shaped by, 
place. Names and visual images are means through which narratives can shape the 
experience of place. As representations they are the abstract vehicles by which an 
impression of the past can be transmitted, and they have been used in the cultivation of 
national meta-narratives. However, such abstractions of place do not recognise the 
physicality of archaeological sites. The tangibility and temporality of archaeological 
places is fundamental to structuring the narratives that are told about them, and the lived 
experience of sites reflects their existence within the broader context of contemporary 
Ireland.  
My understanding of Irish place is informed by the Sheeran’s (1988) nominal and 
O’Farrell’s (1992) imaginative sense of place together with a phenomenological 
experience of place in the tradition of Heidegger (1977) and as applied by Tilley (1994; 
2008). My primary research material was collected from three sites: the Hill of Tara, the 
Rock of Cashel, and the 1916 Commemorative landscape in Dublin (Fig. 1). Fieldwork 
took place during a one-month field trip to Ireland in June-July 2016. The research 
material consists of photographs taken of both the individual sites and their broader 
context within the landscape, and semi-structured interviews with heritage professionals 
working at the Rock of Cashel. I also draw evidence from sources produced by 
government and semi-state bodies that have as their purpose, the promotion and support 
of tourism at these three sites. 
In the following chapters, I present three case sites to interrogate the mutually 
constitutive relationship between narratives and archaeological places in Ireland. 
Chapter Two explores the Hill of Tara, a prehistoric earthwork in County Meath: it 
examines how the prominence of a mytho-historic narrative of kingship has shaped the 
experience of the site. In Chapter Three the focus is on the Rock of Cashel, a collection 
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of medieval ecclesiastical buildings in County Tipperary;  I explore the way these 
physical buildings shape multiple narratives of the site. These chapters on Tara and 
Cashel explore the contrasts between place as an “idea” and place as a tangible, 
embodied experience. The fourth chapter is different: it offers an example not of 
conflict, but of synthesis. Focusing on Dublin as a broader commemorative space, this 
chapter considers the way that the national imagination and the modern state come 
together to craft a contemporary Irish identity by drawing on the past. The final chapter 
draws together the different aspects of these three sites to draw conclusions about the 
nature of archaeological places in Ireland, and suggests further considerations for 
research. 
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Fig. 1: Geographical context of case sites. Modified from a Google Earth 
base image 2016
N
Chapter Two: The Hill of Tara - An Imagined Place 
July 21st 2007  
Thirty-two flags stir as they are held proudly aloft, the crowd of LOVE TARA protesters 
pouring into O’Connell St, the very heart of Dublin city. A defiant show of national 
support rallying against the construction of the M3 motorway (An Phoblacht 2007).   1
August 6th 2007 
The soft light of dawn spread slowly across the landscape. The light gave form to shapes 
- gently undulating hills, cut through by ugly scars of dirt roads, the beginnings of the 
new motorway. A silent crowd, mounted on the hill fort watch the arrival of construction 
workers (Morahan 2007). 
March 15th, 2008 
A 22 year old woman sits alone at the bottom of a 33ft. tunnel. Stocked with food and 
water, and reading a book of the folk tales of Ireland, she is prepared to stay for months. 
Alone in the tunnel, she tries to halt the motorway with her own body (Tara foundation 
2008). 
June 24th, 2016 
I stand upon the Forrad at the summit of the Hill, and look out upon the view - over 
fields and gently sloping hills, a peaceful patchwork beneath a sky of dramatic clouds. 
The landscape seems the way it always was, undisturbed by motorway traffic - though I 
know it’s there, beyond my sight.  
Teamhair, or as it is better known in English, the Hill of Tara, County Meath, is a 
prehistoric archaeological complex that is at the centre of many stories. In this chapter I 
explore the way that  narratives contained within the name “Tara” shapes the idea of the 
place. I begin by recounting a narrative of contestation over the construction of the M3 
 Stylistic note: the passages in italics denote reconstructions of events at which I was not 1
present, drawn from contemporary newspaper articles. The passages not in italics are 
descriptions of my own experience, drawn from my time in Ireland in 2016.
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motorway through the landscape of Tara, and then examine the reasons for the conflict 
through a discussion of major narratives of the site. I outline differing archaeological 
interpretations defining the place alternately as a site and a landscape, and consider how 
the popular conception of Tara as the seat of the High Kings of Ireland has created a 
“hyper-reality” that shapes how the site is experienced today. In considering the power 
of the name “Tara” in defining the site, I examine the way narratives of Tara become 
woven into a wider discourse on national identity.   
A narrative of contestation: the dispute over the M3 motorway 
The M3 motorway runs today to the east of the Hill of Tara, through the Skryne Valley, 
linking Dublin with the towns of Navan and Dunshaughlin to the north west (Fig. 3). 
Several scholars have comprehensively documented the details of the crisis over the M3 
(O’Keefe 2014; Newman 2007; Ronayne 2008; Rountree 2013). I summarise these 
accounts below. 
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Fig. 2: The view from the Forrad at the Hill of Tara. In the foreground is the Lia Fáil (right) 
and the 1798 Memorial (left)
Meath County Council first suggested the M3 Motorway in 1999 as a solution to the 
problem of intense traffic congestion on the commuter route to Dublin (Newman 2007: 
68). A number of different routes were proposed following a survey of the area in 1999, 
before an Environmental Impact Survey was undertaken in 2001 (Newman 2007: 70-2). 
The route eventually chosen ran through the Tara-Skryne Valley; this route was justified 
on the given grounds of low visibility from the Hill and as being least archaeologically 
disruptive (O’Keeffe 2014: 123). However, the latter point is contentious (Newman 
2007). There was initially little resistance to the motorway; it was only after the route 
had been chosen and work was ready to commence that protests really began. A hearing 
by An Bórd Pleanála (the Irish Planning Board) began in August 2002, but despite the 
evidence presented against the chosen route of the motorway, it was approved a year 
later (Newman 2007: 82). 
  
Protests against the motorway gained momentum in 2004. Members of the SAVE Tara 
movement obstructed machinery, organised marches and signed petitions. The discovery 
and excavation of thirty-eight new archaeological monuments between 2005 and 2007 
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Untitled map
Untitled layer
Hill of Tara
Fig. 3: The route of the M3 motorway between Tara and Skryne. Adapted from a Google 
Maps base image 2016
N
fuelled opposition (Newman 2007: 91). A “LOVE TARA” march took place in Dublin 
on July 21st, and a dawn vigil on the 6th August 2007 was staged in protest of the 
excavation of the archaeological ceremonial complex of Lismullin, which had been 
declared a National Monument (An Phoblacht 2007; Morahan 2007; O’Keeffe 2014: 
125). Protests escalated from here, a woman tunnelling under the motorway route near 
Rath Lugh in March 2008 to force a pause in the construction work (Tara foundation 
2008). Eventually, despite numerous letters, protests, and arguments by both sides, the 
motorway was officially opened on 4th June 2010 (Rountree 2013: 536). 
Sheeran (2003:151) argues that it is only when conflicts over land arise that different 
readings of places are acknowledged. The opposition that was generated over the 
construction of the M3 motorway illustrates the conflict that can occur when different 
understandings of place are contested. To explain why Tara became a contested place 
(Bender 1993), the next section of this chapter investigates some of the narratives that 
contributed to the rhetoric drawn upon by both supporters of, and those opposed to, the 
motorway.  
A Prehistoric Ceremonial Site: the Archaeological Narrative 
The Discovery Program, launched in 1991 to promote research of the Hill Tara, has 
generated much of the historical and archaeological knowledge of the site (see 
respectively Bhreathnach 1995, 2005; Newman 2007). The narrative below provides an 
overview of this archaeological knowledge. 
There are twenty-five archaeological structures visible on the Hill of Tara, and more 
have been identified through the use of geophysical survey and aerial photography 
(Bhreathnach and Newman 2008: 2) (Fig. 4). Together these constitute 
“palimpsests” (Olivier 2011), layers of archaeological material that have accrued over 
its more than five thousand year history. The earliest identifiable activity on the Hill of 
Tara is a Neolithic  circular enclosure radiocarbon dated to 3030-2190 BCE, which was 2
 Approximately 4000 - 2500BCE (Waddell 2010: vi)2
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later overlain by a passage grave , known now as Duma na nGiall or the Mound of the 3
Hostages (Newman 1997: 225-6) (Fig. 5). This was reused in the Bronze Age  with 4
burials both inside and in the mound of the cairn (Bhreathnach and Newman 2008: 3; 
Newman 1997: 71-3). The “Banqueting Hall” or Tech Midchúrarta, was probably 
 A type of prehistoric burial typical of Neolithic Ireland, consisting of chambered tomb with a 3
passage covered by a cairn and usually bordered by kerbstones (Twohig 1981: 11)
 Approximately 2500 - 600BCE (Waddell 2010: vi)4
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Fig. 4: The monuments on the Hill of Tara. Adapted from a Google Base Image 
2016
constructed later in the Neolithic and aligns with the Mound of the Hostages 
(Bhreathnach and Newman 2008: 4). 
 
Tara was used as a major cemetery site during the Bronze Age, and some of the Bronze 
Age barrows  were later incorporated into Iron Age  structures (Newman 1997: 148; 5 6
Bhreathnach and Newman 2008: 4). Major Iron Age remains at Tara include the 
Clóenfherta or the “Sloping Trenches”, Ráith Gráinne or “Gráinne’s Rath”, and perhaps 
best known, the Forrad, or the “Royal Seat”, known as the inauguration site for the 
High Kings of Tara (Bhreathnach and Newman 2008: 4). Ráith na Ríg, the “Fort of the 
 Type of prehistoric burial common throughout Ireland and Britain. Barrow burials first 5
emerged in the Neolithic and continued into the early Iron Age, and consist of a combination of 
three basic elements: mound, fosse [trench] or bank (Newman 1997: 154; 160). Five types of 
barrow are present at Tara: ring-ditch, embanked ring-ditch, ring-barrow, bowl-barrow with 
outer bank and bowl barrow. For a comprehensive discussion see Newman (1997: 155-170).
 Approximately 600 BCE - 400 CE (Waddell 2010: vi)6
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Fig. 5: Duma na nGiall
Kings”  and Ráith na Senad or “Rath of the Synods”  are also Iron Age structures 7 8
(Bhreathnach and Newman 2008: 4). Tech Cormaic, “Cormac’s House” is probably the 
most recent construction , suggested by the fact it encloses the Forrad in its bank, and 9
which points to the probable significance of the Forrad to later occupants of the site 
(Bhreathnach and Newman 2008: 5) (Fig. 6).  10
 
These archaeological threads require further consideration. No definite chronology has 
been established for the site, due to the limited amount of excavation that has taken 
place. Ráith na Senad, Duma na nGiall and a part of Ráith na Ríg were excavated in the 
 Radiocarbon dated to the 1st century CE (Bhreathnach and Newman 2008: 4)7
 Dated to 1st - 4th century CE (Bhreathnach and Newman 2008: 4)8
 Date uncertain. Ringforts generally date from between 6th -10th centuries CE, which suggests 9
an Early Medieval date (Newman 1997: 180; 230).
 I have provided both the Irish and English names for the monuments above; for the remainder 10
of the chapter I follow from Newman (1997) and use the Irish names for the monuments, with 
the exception of “Tara” itself.
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Fig. 6: View of Tech Cormaic from the Forrad
1950s, but most of the work at Tara since has been limited to geophysical survey, 
including extensive use of LiDAR (Light Detection and Ranging) survey (Schot et. al. 
2016: 18).  The archaeological warp of the weave of Tara is sparse, based on a relative 
chronology developed from the relationship of the monuments to each other, and 
supplemented by a limited number of radiocarbon dates, artefacts and comparison to 
other archaeological sites in Ireland.  
Ambiguity of archaeological knowledge has meant that approaches to the Hill of Tara 
have been influenced by narrative.  Ráith na Senad was subject to a botched search for 
the supposed Ark of the Covenant in the 19th century. Led by a team of British 
Israelites, this treasure hunt did little more than mutilate the site, and no records of 
excavation were kept (Ó Ríordáin 1979: 25). Although this “excavation” made little 
contribution to archaeological knowledge, it illustrates how narratives structure 
archaeological approaches to place. The limitations of archaeological knowledge at Tara 
has also given rise to more recent differences in academic interpretation. The debate 
over the M3 deeply divided archaeological opinion and was expressed through two 
contrasting archaeological interpretations that emphasised alternately the landscape of 
Tara, and the Hill itself (Rountree 2012: 528). 
Opponents to the motorway drew on a landscape-based approach to Tara (Bhreathnach, 
Newman and Fenwick 2004a; Rountree 2012). This archaeological perspective 
considers the relationship between people and landscape, and places monuments within 
their broader spatial context, considering the connections they have with surrounding 
monuments (Branton 2009). Landscape archaeology also considers the symbolic 
dimensions of landscape and the way that people make meaning of the landscapes they 
inhabit (Thomas 1996). The landscape approach to Tara was an essential dimension to 
the debate over the M3 motorway. By placing the Hill of Tara within its broader 
archaeological landscape, opponents to the motorway argued that the route of the 
motorway severed the links of this land that had been designed, and likely perceived, in 
prehistoric times as an integrated ceremonial landscape (O’Keeffe 2014; Rountree 
2012). At the same time, those in support of the motorway also engaged with the 
archaeology to argue that the motorway should go ahead precisely because it did not 
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destroy the monuments on the Hill of Tara itself, emphasising the site of the Hill 
without recognising its broader landscape context (Rountree 2012: 529).  
This use of archaeological interpretations of Tara in the political sphere reflects the way 
that national narratives are woven into archaeological remains, and illustrates Kane’s 
(2003: 7) argument that ‘archaeologists cannot ignore the modern state in which they 
work’. At Tara, it was the argument for the Hill but not the landscape, supported by 
developers and politicians that triumphed, and allowed the motorway to go ahead 
(Rountree 2012: 529-30). Newman (2014: 6, 9) argues that this separation of the 
archaeological monuments on the Hill from the broader cultural landscape was 
symptomatic of the compartmentalisation of heritage sites typical in the period of 
Celtic-Tiger driven development and commoditisation of land. Protest against this 
Celtic-Tiger development has frequently been used to explain opposition to the 
motorway (Newman 2014, O’Keeffe 2014; Rountree 2012). Although protests against 
development were a component of this opposition, the degree of politicisation in the 
Tara debate occurred because the development challenged the romantic narrative of the 
Hill of Tara as a site of ancient kingship. This narrative is deeply embedded in the 
public consciousness, and is the product of Medieval texts and nationalist rhetoric. 
Names and Nationalism: a mythical narrative 
As mentioned in chapter one, the Irish have a nominal sense of place (Sheeran 1988). 
The Hill of Tara is a key example of the way that names support narratives of place, and 
create an idea of place that is more real than the physical place itself. Sheeran has 
termed this a “hyper reality”, where narrative blurring of fiction and fact creates a 
simulation of the real ‘more real then reality itself' (2003: 152). The names of the 
monuments at the Hill of Tara act in precisely this way to blur fact and fiction. These 
names are derived from Medieval texts, which were first matched to the archaeological 
remains in the 19th century by George Petrie, and following slight revision by R.A.S. 
Macalister in 1919, continue in use today (Newman 1997: 5). These names contain 
within them the popular belief that the Hill of Tara was the seat of the ancient High 
Kings of Ireland; the foundation of the stories derive from references in Medieval texts 
(Bhreathnach and Newman 2008: 2). For example, Ráith Lóegaire is named after a King 
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of Tara at the time of St Patrick, and the Clóenfherta,are said to be the result of a 
collapse caused by a false judgement issued by King Lughaidh Mac Con (Bhreathnach 
and Newman 2008: 4; Ó Ríordáin 1979: 10; Newman 1997: 115) (see Appendix A for a 
list of structures with associated history and mythology). In this way the stories at Tara 
‘direct what we see and fail to see’ (Sheeran 2003: 149); the monuments of Tara are 
woven into a royal cloth that cloaks the landscape in imaginings of High Kings. 
Though our gaze is directed by these stories, the interpretation of Tara as a royal site 
does not accord with the archaeological remains. These Medieval texts deal with 
Medieval politics of kingship, and although they detail some historical kings, many of 
the “ancient” kings are fictional (Bhreathnach 2005). In addition, the Medieval texts 
were written about four centuries after Tara ceased to be occupied; even if such 
accounts could be trusted to give an account of Medieval kingship, it is highly 
problematic to equate them with prehistoric archaeological remains (Ó Ríordáin 1979: 
8). Despite the fact that these Medieval names have little connection to the purpose or 
meaning of the structures for the prehistoric people who built them, the idea of the High 
Kings at Tara persists. This fictional royal narrative has even influenced academic study, 
shaping approaches to archaeological investigation of Tara and similar “royal” sites 
(Newman 1998). 
This idea of Tara as a royal site is used in nationalist narratives. The Hill of Tara is a 
powerful symbol of Irish identity and has historically served as a rallying point for 
nationalist movements (Bhreathnach, Newman and Fenwick 2004b; Newman 2007; 
Rountree 2012). Key events include the 1798 United Irishmen Battle of Tara, and the 
1843 “monster meeting” held by Daniel O’Connell calling for the end to the Act of 
Union between Great Britain and Ireland; this meeting gathered more than 500, 000 
people at the Hill in peaceful protest (Newman 1997: 216; Rountree 2012: 524). Boyce 
(1995: 385) notes that 'the popular appeal of nationalism, its emotional attraction, its 
sentiment, were derived…from a myth, a view of the past that was accepted whether it 
was true or false’. This popular appeal of nationalism is evident in the the late 19th - 
early 20th century Gaelic Revival movement, which used the myths of kingship at Tara 
to transform the Hill into a symbol for a revived Irish cultural identity (Hutchinson 
!19
2001; Newman 1997: xiii). These nationalist movements imbued the name of Tara with 
an affective magnetism; the potency of the Hill of Tara as a symbol is illustrated by 
W.B. Yeats’ description of the site in 1902 as “probably the most consecrated spot in 
Ireland" (cf. Rountree 2012: 522). The Hill of Tara continues to have power as a 
national symbol; this was reflected in the affective rhetoric employed in the M3 
motorway dispute (Newman 2007; O’Keeffe 2014). This nationalist history of Tara is an 
additional layer of narrative on the site. As Rountree (2012: 524) aptly notes, the 
association of nationalism at Tara forms part of the ‘historical, legendary and 
mythological significance [that] contribute…to its place in the popular imagination’. 
Fact and fiction: a contemporary narrative 
These mythical narratives of kingship continue to play a role at the site today. The Hill 
of Tara is open to visitors, and during the summer months, OPW (Office of Public 
Works) guides are available to give tours of the site. The key theme of the guided tour 
emphasises that at Tara, myth and reality are interwoven, and the visitor is invited to 
take what they wish from the stories and leave the rest . This combination of myth and 11
reality is exemplified by the section of the tour told at Duma na nGiall. Pausing by the 
tomb, the guide provides an account of the archaeological excavations completed in the 
1950s, alongside a retelling of the traditional myth of the monument as the place where 
Cormac mac Airt, a legendary king of Tara, exchanged hostages after battle. In this way, 
the materiality of the tomb itself provides the structure to juxtapose and yet reconcile, 
through narrative, the  discrepancies between the archaeological and historic-mythic 
understandings of the site. This demonstrates that at Tara, the warp of tangible 
archaeological remains is embellished with the weft of mythology. 
The connection between narrating stories and being in place has been explored through 
phenomenology. Tilley (1994: 33) argues that ‘stories acquire part of their mythic value 
and historical relevance if they are rooted in the concrete details of locales in the 
landscape’. By providing a tangible locale, the physical experience of Tara reinforces 
the mythic narrative of the site. The physical place of Tara also requires narratives to 
 The information about the tour is derived from a tour delivered by a member of OPW staff 11
that I took on the 24th June 2016. 
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enrich its meaning. For the casual visitor, the Hill of Tara is a disappointing visual site: 
far from the residence of kings, the earthworks give little impression of royal splendour 
(Newman 2007: 66). Cronin (1993: 54-5) suggests that if ‘the outer eye is to find 
satisfaction…in the scatterings of stones described as national monuments, then the 
inner eye must be invoked to supply the missing dimensions of fiction, myth, [and] 
history that transforms a reality that disappoints’. At Tara, narrative is called upon to 
transform the visually disappointing reality of Tara into the residence of ancient kings 
and a potent symbol of national identity. 
The Temporality of Tara 
Temporality is a major factor that shapes the narratives told about the Hill of Tara. As 
discussed in the first section of this chapter, actual archaeological knowledge about Tara 
is limited, due both to its nature as a prehistoric site, and the meagre amount of 
excavation that has occurred. These loose strands in the temporal warp of the fabric of 
Tara are held together with threads of mythological stories that capture the popular idea 
of place. These stories define the site through giving names to the archaeological 
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Fig. 7: 1798 Memorial on the Forrad
monuments, which in turn reinforce this mythology through giving them physical form. 
These myths exercise a strong influence on the public imagination, condensing the 
multi-period history of Tara into a single moment of “ancient” royal kingship. The past 
becomes static, closed and distant from the living moment of the present. 
Despite this condensing of the past at Tara, the site is not static but continues to evolve. 
More recent additions to the site testify the continuing change and development of the 
place, layering it with additional palimpsests of memory that add richness to the warp 
and weft of Tara (Olivier 2011). Just as prehistoric builders aligned their constructions 
to existing structures, the past is referenced for more recent additions to the site 
(McDonald 2012). This is illustrated in commemorations of the 1798 Battle of Tara. Not 
only is there a memorial to the dead of 1798 (Fig. 7), but a Celtic Cross was erected on 
the Hill in 1948 to commemorate the 150th anniversary of the 1798 Rising (Fig. 8). 
These more recent changes to the site demonstrate that the past is not static, and that 
interpretation of the past always occurs in the context of the present. 
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Fig. 8: 1948 Celtic Cross memorial
Tara: an imagined place  
This chapter has shown that the Hill of Tara is imagined as a royal site of ancient 
kingship. However, this is not the only way to imagine place. The Hill of Tara is also 
transformed into an abstract entity through its depiction in maps. The “reality” of the 
Hill represented in maps played a role in the dispute over the M3 motorway. In 
defending the motorway, the National Roads Authority (NRA) maintained that it would 
only pass through two known archaeological sites (rather than the twenty six identified 
by survey) because there were only two sites on the official register of monuments 
(Newman 2007: 80-1). This mapped representation of Tara also supported the argument 
for Tara as Hill rather than a wider landscape, since maps depict the Hill, the Gabhra 
Valley, and the planned route of the road each as separate entities. Both the abstraction 
of Tara into maps and the ascription of Medieval notions of kingship onto the site are 
mental representations of place which, as Sheeran (2003) notes, influence the reality of 
the places themselves. 
In considering the power of representations to shape the experience of place, it is 
instructive to consider the example of the Bronze Age Trackway in Mayne Bog, County 
Westmeath. Such trackways have been found elsewhere in Ireland; the best known is the 
Corlea Trackway in County Longford. These trackways consist of split wooden planks 
laid over parallel runners. Supported by brushwood, these trackways create a network of 
paths across areas of peat bog that would otherwise be impossible to traverse. 
Trackways are archaeologically significant due to their preservation of wooden material, 
which is rare in Bronze Age sites (McDermott and Moore 2010). First discovered in 
2005, the Mayne Bog Trackway had suffered considerable damage by 2015. Though 
identified as an extensive example of an Bronze Age trackway dated to 1200-820 BCE, 
and a site of considerable archaeological significance, 75% of the 657 metre length has 
been destroyed by peat mulching, simply because the necessary protections for the 
feature were never put in place (Colm 2015, Irish Archaeology). The lack of protection 
for this site supports Sheeran’s (1988) contention that places in Ireland are uncared for 
and are left to destruction and decay.  
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The destruction of the Mayne Bog Trackway illustrates the power of narrative in 
defining the action that is taken at sites. The damage caused by the motorway to the 
landscape of Tara resulted in intense conflict because it put at risk the romantic 
conception of the site as a place of ancient kingship; a notion contained within the name 
“Tara”. Ironically, by the same token, the power in the name “Tara” allowed the 
motorway to go ahead; destruction was permissible so long as the idea of the site 
remained intact. Unlike Tara, the Mayne Bog Trackway did not have a story to its name, 
and the only parties likely to be concerned at the mulching of the site were 
archaeologists. Without public support inspired by romantic narratives and national 
symbols, archaeologists had little chance of convincing the government that the site was 
worth saving. Without a name, the Trackway did not exist in any meaningful way. 
Unsupported by the romantic nationalist narrative that was a core dimension of the 
contestation over the Hill of Tara, the peat mulcher, embodying the developed “Celtic 
Tiger” Ireland, was allowed to consume the past.  
The fabric of Tara 
In the Preface to the 1995 Discovery Program Monograph, George Eogan noted how 
academic scholarship on Tara had had little influence on the popular mind (Bhreathnach 
1995). It is relevant to note that twenty years on from this publication, and despite 
considerable archaeological and historical investigation, the popular myths of Tara 
continue to dominate perceptions of the site. This narrative has come to define Tara for 
several reasons. Firstly, the physical qualities of the site are not able to speak on their 
own. Consisting of archaeological features limited to earthworks or structural 
foundations, there is little at the physical site to capture the imagination. The most 
visually distinctive aspect of Tara is the view from the Forrad. The destruction of this 
view of the surrounding landscape was a major concern in the debates over the M3 
motorway, but as promised by the NRA, the motorway is not visible from the Hill 
(National Roads Authority and Meath County Council n.d.). Such a perspective focused 
on the “view from the Hill” misses the significance of the surrounding landscape as 
defined by archaeological survey of the surrounding terrain. 
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The archaeological remains on the Hill of Tara remain muted under the dominant 
narrative of ancient kingship. The “thing-ness” of the site Tara acts predominantly as a 
container for such narratives. The tangible monuments at Tara also reinforce these 
narratives by providing a physical place that can be visited, and where the narratives of 
kingship are told from place. 
The Hill of Tara is also a receptacle for much broader narratives of nation; the debate 
over the M3 was the product of a contest between two narratives of Irish national 
identity. The Hill of Tara has been an essential part of a romantic national identity of 
Ireland for the past two hundred years. Much of the potency of the name “Tara” is the 
product of early nationalist narratives that imbued the name with significance through 
affective associations of sovereignty and independence. The construction of the M3 
motorway through the hinterland of Tara brought this national narrative into conflict 
with the needs of the modern Ireland and the Celtic Tiger. Responding to the reality of 
modern economic problems, the motorway was an attempt to relieve traffic congestion 
that was itself a product of the growth of a commuter population priced out of Dublin 
(Ronayne 2008: 116). This narrative of Ireland is one focused on present and future, 
with little concern for the remains of the past. In forging ahead with the motorway, the 
Hill of Tara became a question of how the state was to define itself in relation to its past 
and, during the debates over Tara, the motorway was conceptualised as the knife that 
was to sever past from present (Newman 2014: 5). However, although the narrative of 
successful, developed Ireland may have triumphed with the approval of the motorway, it 
has not silenced the royal narrative of Tara that continues to shape experiences and 
understandings of the site today.  
In sum, the richness of imagination, narrative, and nationalism at Tara has woven a rich 
fabric of place. The ends of this cloth fray and disappear into the faint distance of 
prehistory, whilst across its temporal strands is woven a rich pattern of myths, songs, 
and symbols. Narrative threads and imagined tales, rather than the archaeological 
remains themselves, motivated so many to rally to the name “Tara” in the conflict over 
the motorway. It is the idea of ‘Tara’ as a place, embellished by mythic narratives, rather 
than the archaeological remains, that define its significance to Irish identity. 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Chapter Three: The Rock of Cashel - Experiencing Place 
28th June 2016 
Outside, looking up. A striking mound of rugged rock, rising high from the surrounding 
landscape. Tall towers, invisible eyes watching through glassless windows. Unshaped 
stone crowned with the past (Fig. 10). 
Inside, looking out. Steep slopes and patchwork fields, the pieces joined, the scene 
complete. The past echoes beneath my feet. Grassy slopes green against a grey sky (Fig. 
14). 
“Rearing up from the fertile plain of the Golden Vale, the Rock of Cashel is a movie set 
designer’s dream: a bristling vision of a medieval round tower, chapel, cathedral and 
castle within a wall high on a grassy outcrop.” (Tourism Ireland 2016 ‘Highlights: The 
Rock of Cashel’). 
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Fig. 9 The Rock of Cashel, County Tipperary
The previous chapter examined the power of the idea of place; the experience of 
tangible place is the focus of this chapter. To explore tangible place I investigate lived 
experiences at the Rock of Cashel, a cluster of Medieval ecclesiastical buildings in 
County Tipperary. Using the phenomenological approach of Tilley (1994, 2008), I 
discuss the way that the physical buildings of the Rock shape the experience of the site 
and define the narratives that are told about it. Beginning with the idea of the Rock 
captured in its image, I explore how images act like names to generate abstract 
narratives of place. I then contrast this idea of place with experiences of the physical 
place of the Rock. In the final part of this chapter, I consider the way the temporality of 
the Rock is made visible through scaffolding and consider how the local experience of 
the national narrative of “modern” Ireland has shaped how local Cashel people perceive 
the Rock. In dealing with the experience of modern Ireland, I acknowledge there is a 
vast body of literature on modernity. I do not engage with this literature here, but restrict 
my discussion to a more limited use of the term to speak about the modern experience 
as a break with the past.  
An Iconic Landscape 
Newman (2009: 12) argues that ‘[d]eeply inscribed by natural and cultural history, 
iconic landscapes require special attention for these are places that define all of us’. A 
visually distinctive site situated high on a rocky limestone outcrop, the Rock of Cashel 
deserves attention as an iconic point in the surrounding landscape. Images of the Rock 
feature in the National Tourism Development Authority, Tourism Ireland’s new Ancient 
East campaign (Tourism Ireland 2016 ‘Ancient East: About Us’; Highlights: The Rock 
of Cashel), and circulate around the world. One of the guides of the Rock told me 
wherever in the world she travelled, she saw images of the Rock: the site even appeared 
on a matchbox in an Australian bar. 
As an iconic image, the Rock defines a perception of national place. The image above 
(Fig. 9) provides an excellent example: the imposing medieval ruins sit in what appears 
to be an empty rural landscape. This emptiness of landscape is a trend observed in 
Wulff’s (2007b) study of images of the Irish landscape circulated in global tourism. 
Wulff (2007b) argues that these images in tourist brochures and websites evoke 
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emotions of longing for local Irish, diasporic Irish, and foreign tourists alike. Whilst 
Wulff’s (2007b) focus is on the emotional response generated by tourist images of the 
Irish landscape, my interest is in the idea of place these images generate. As Becker 
(1998: 4) notes, although single pictures can ‘support more than one story’, images used 
for advertising often exclude information to convey a specific meaning for the image. 
Similarly, O’Connor (1993: 70) notes that in tourist imagery, 'Ireland is represented as a 
place of picturesque scenery and unspoiled beauty’, empty and open to be traversed by 
tourists. The Rock of Cashel is one such representation. The prominence of the site in 
tourist advertising is an example of the way Ireland’s built heritage is used in a national 
narrative that lauds Ireland’s 'past glories and achievements’, emphasising ‘a place 
which is steeped in past traditions and ways of life’ (O’Connor 1993: 70, 76). This 
emphasis on the past reinforces the idea of the Rock as a majestic ruin surrounded by 
unpeopled rural countryside, but overlooks the everyday contemporary life in Cashel 
town. 
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Fig. 10 Looking up: the Rock of Cashel
The narrative contained in the image of the Rock is a powerful drawcard for tourism. 
The Rock of Cashel is the second most visited Office of Public Works (OPW) site in 
Ireland, and has experienced significant increases in visitor numbers over the past two 
years, with over 300, 000 people visiting the site in 2015 (McCárthaigh 2016). Not only 
are there increasing numbers of visitors, but they bring pre-formed expectations with 
them to the site. Despite an acknowledgement that many tourists are now more 
historically informed, OPW guides at the Rock of Cashel note that many visitors 
coming to the site expect to find a castle. Not helped by misleading comments such as 
the description of a ‘medieval round tower, chapel, cathedral and castle’ given in 
Tourism Ireland’s (2016) Ancient East campaign quoted above, the guides understand 
this misconception as partly the result of the appearance of the site. Positioned on high 
ground and enclosed by a wall, the Rock gives the visual impression that it could have 
been constructed for defence (Fig. 11). However, this notion of the Rock of Cashel as a 
castle is false. Although archaeological excavation has revealed pre-Medieval 
occupation of the site to possibly the 6th century CE. The site was the home of the 
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Fig. 11: The “castle-like” exterior of the Rock
Kings of Munster in the 9th -10th centuries, and was handed over to the Church in 1101; 
all of the extant structures are ecclesiastical in nature (Hodkinson 1994: 173, 2003; 
Marnane 2007: 21-2). At the Rock of Cashel, as at the Hill of Tara, the archaeological 
remains do not support the popular narrative of the site communicated through name 
and image. 
Tilley (1994: 25) notes that ‘[r]epresentations of landscape have the potential to both 
obscure and articulate lived experience’. The false expectations of the site as a castle 
generated through promotional images and a romantic rural narrative reflects how the 
reality of the site can be obscured. The next section adds another weft to the weave of 
Cashel and focusses on the way that lived experience of the physical site shapes 
narratives of the Rock. 
Experiencing the Rock 
Lucas (2005: 35) argues that if the archaeological record is ‘visible and tangible, then 
human societies will always have to work out their relationship to it’. It is because the 
Rock of Cashel is a significant part of the visual landscape that it necessitates a place in 
archaeological and personal narratives. Taking a phenomenological approach, I explore 
three perspectives of the Rock of Cashel below: that of OPW guides working on the 
Rock, tourists visiting the site, and the experience of locals of Cashel town. Although I 
deal with these perspectives as separate strands of narrative, these diverse experiences 
of dwelling are interwoven in the fabric of the Rock as a place. 
Doing heritage: tour guides at the Rock 
The Rock of Cashel is managed by the Office of Public Works (OPW), the Irish State 
body responsible for conserving buildings and heritage. OPW guides provide 
information and guided tours of the site, which is open year-round. The following 
section considers the way that narratives told by guides are defined by the physical 
fabric of the Rock. 
The buildings are at the core of the tours the guides deliver at the Rock. As heritage 
professionals, the guides interpret the material remains and tell a story that goes beyond 
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the image of romantic ruins, weaving the threads of archaeological remains into an 
historical narrative that can be shared with others. The need for guides to “speak” for 
the buildings is explained by Brett’s (1993: 187) argument that ‘objects and places do 
not easily speak for themselves…they must be placed in a narrative…[that]…is always 
interpretative and explanatory’. These narratives vary in form, as each guide has their 
own particular tour they give of the site. A major consideration in delivering the tour is 
the balance of fictional narrative and historical fact. Most guides advocate for a 
combination of fact and fiction in giving their tour. The Rock is not short of folklore, 
ranging from folk explanations of the formation of the landscape to accounts of St 
Patrick’s conversion of the 5th century King Óengus, when the saint accidentally drove 
his crozier through the king’s foot (Marnane 2007:12) (see Appendix B for details of 
stories associated with the Rock of Cashel). But although these fictional stories, 
examples of the imaginative aspect of the Rock, can provide entertainment value for 
visitors, all guides recognise the importance of grounding their tour in historical fact 
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Fig. 12: Site plan of the Rock of Cashel. Redrawn from the Office of Public Works Rock 
of Cashel Site Plan
through reference to the buildings themselves. This practice is not unique to Cashel, and 
is used at other heritage sites including Strokestown Park House, County Roscommon 
and the monastic settlement at Glendalough in County Wicklow (Johnson 1999; 
Jorgensen 2003). At the Rock, it is the buildings that form the warp of the weave upon 
which historical, folkloric and individual narratives are spun.  
The buildings on the Rock define the site (see Appendix B for a list of the architectural 
and historical details of the buildings). The structures consist of a round tower dating 
probably from the 9th-11th century, a 12th century Romanesque church known as 
Cormac’s Chapel, a 13th century Gothic Cathedral, and the 15th century assemblage of 
the Bishops Tower, Vicars Choral and Dormitory (Jackman 2016) (Fig. 12). Using these 
buildings, the guides weave a local and national narrative of the site. Gazing up to catch 
glimpses of blue fresco fragments in the artificial light penetrating the gloom of 
Cormac’s Chapel, lapis lazuli paint pigment connects Medieval Ireland with the Middle 
East; Medieval conceptions of heaven and hell gaze back from carved faces on the 
chancel arch (Fig. 13) as visitors breathe the cold air that tastes of age. Outside, voices 
raised against the driving wind, guides point to the raised door of the round tower to 
discuss ecclesiastical settlements around Ireland; sheltering under umbrellas from the 
soft pattering of rain, the story of Cashel’s infamous 16th century archbishop Miler 
McGrath is recounted near his tomb in the cathedral. These narratives are made possible 
by being in the place of the Rock; they are anchored by direct reference to features of 
the buildings. As Tilley (1994: 33) notes, ‘[p]laces help to recall stories that are 
associated with them’: materiality cannot be separated from meaning (Thomas 2004: 
248). The tangibility of the buildings of the Rock enable these stories to be told, and 
enrich the narrative fabric of the place through weaving tangible narratives of place that 
replace abstract images of a “castle”. 
The narratives told by the guides at Cashel are not just shaped by the tangible remains 
of the place, but also by its temporality. In the previous chapter, I argued that the distant 
age of the Hill of Tara left a fragmentary temporal warp that was embroidered over by 
mythical stories. The Rock of Cashel has a different temporal quality. As a Medieval 
site, the Rock of Cashel differs from Tara; contemporaneous historical records directly 
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inform an understanding of the Cashel site, whereas  at Tara we rely on indirect and 
fictive inferences gleaned from scant Medieval records. Extant historical sources define 
narratives told at the Rock of Cashel. To use the fabric metaphor: the pattern of the 
weave is already set, there are historical threads that must be used. Although it would be 
absurd to claim that all historical sources convey an objectively accurate account of 
events, they nonetheless shape the historical narrative of the site.  
Personal narratives 
Brown, Frederick and Clarke (2015: 21) argue that ‘intellect and emotion, agency and 
affect' are key components in the construction of narrative. They were writing about 
objects, but the same is true of place. In addition to their tours, guides also develop 
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Fig. 13: Chancel Arch and frescoes, Cormac’s Chapel
personal and affective narratives about the Rock. When asked to name their favourite 
part of the site, a wide diversity of responses illustrate the strong personal connection 
guides have with the site. Their responses made mention of specific buildings - 
Cormac’s Chapel, the Cathedral and the Bishops’ Residence, as well as more intangible 
aspects of the site; stories such as the Devil’s Bit and the view looking out from Scully’s 
monument (Fig. 14). The reasons for these choices were as diverse as the answers 
themselves. Guides chose Cormac’s Chapel because of its sophisticated Romanesque 
architecture, with carved rounded arches, but also because of it facilitated a connection 
with the past; in the words of one guide, “I can go right back to the 12th century…and 
just get this feeling of what it was like back then”. This is a clear example of the way 
that physical place forms thoughts of the past that extend beyond what is physically 
present. 
Less tangible are the stories of the site. One guide named his favourite story as the 
founding of the church in Wisconsin, USA: in 1848 when the top of the Bishops Tower 
collapsed following a severe storm, a visiting American used a piece of the stone to 
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Fig. 14 Looking out: the view from the Rock
found a church in his hometown of Watertown. Another guide identified the tale of the 
Devil’s Bit as his favourite story; a folkloric tale that recounts the formation of the 
limestone base of the Rock through telling how the Devil bit a chunk out of the nearby 
mountain and, having broken his tooth, spat the stone out in fury where it became the 
foundation for the buildings on the Rock of Cashel. These two stories together reflect 
the rich weave of fact and folklore that forms the fabric of the site.  
The materiality of the buildings at the Rock of Cashel shapes the narratives that are told 
about them. This is best understood through Tilley’s (2008) acknowledgement of the 
agency of landscape. Drawing from Gell, Tilley (2008a: 30) argues that ‘things acquire 
agency through becoming enmeshed in human social relationships’. Agency is defined 
as ‘a culturally prescribed way of thinking about causality’ (Tilley 2008a: 30). The 
buildings of the Rock of Cashel exercise agency both through their material historical 
essence, and their capacity to evoke affective responses from the guides who work 
there. The agency of the buildings is reflected in the fact that a number of the guides 
mentioned they felt an empathy with the monuments, telling me that the buildings 
“speak” to you, that they “draw you in”, and inspire a desire to “speak for them”. The 
experience of the site is not only empathetic but also sensuous. This is exemplified by 
the case of one guide, for whom the significance of Cormac’s Chapel is not limited to its 
visual appeal in the way the sandstone “shines” out against the “grey drab” cathedral, 
but is enhanced by the auditory experience of singing inside the chapel: “you can hear 
the sounds and…you can kind of feel what it was like years and years ago to stand in 
it”. Thus a full sensory experience contributes to feeling a connection with the past 
(Lowenthal 1998: 142). Sensuous and affective experiences of archaeological places are 
important strands in the fabric of place and illustrate the way physical places shape 
multilocal narratives of the site. 
The narratives that guides tell about the Rock also defines the identity of the place as a 
significant heritage site. Olivier (2011: 65) argues that the maintenance of place identity 
occurs through a process of constant re-inscription - for instance, a city only remains a 
city so long as it continues to function as such. The identity of the Rock of Cashel as a 
heritage place is reinforced, woven, and embroidered through the tours delivered by the 
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guides; their narratives “reanimate” the past to give it relevance in the present 
(Lowenthal 1998: 142). The Rock is a palimpsest of identities comprised of layers from 
its royal to ecclesiastical origins (Olivier 2011). The contemporary identity of the Rock 
as a heritage site is woven though the narratives of the OPW guides which form a new 
layer in the memory and history of the site. In this way, the narratives that guides tell 
also structure the  way that the Rock is perceived. 
Tourist experience at the Rock of Cashel 
The narratives told about the Rock shape the way that tourists experience the site. 
Studies of tourism by scholars such as Burns (1999) have attempted to define the 
qualities of different types of tourists. This is not my focus. Rather, I am interested in 
the way narratives told on site by the guides at the Rock interact with the perspectives 
generated by the iconic images circulated by the tourism  industry. This is a perspective 
that is more difficult to access, due both to the diversity of tourists visiting the site and 
the limited access I have to their perspectives. Nonetheless, it is possible to identify a 
dominant trend in the behaviour of tourists visiting the Rock. Guided tours - educational 
narratives told by the guides - play a key role in shaping the experience of tourists at the 
site. Most significantly, the tours explicate the historical complexity of the site through 
narrating the history and purpose of the different buildings. In this way, they challenge 
the image of the Rock as a castle or a single period site. However, the experience of 
visitors at the site is not shaped solely by informative narratives told by guides, but also 
by the broader landscape context in which the Rock is experienced.  
One guide suggested that it is Cashel’s place on a map of Ireland that contributes to the 
volume of visitors at the site. Many tourists come in the form of private bus tours 
undertaking a broader tour of Ireland. Arriving from Dublin, Cashel is a logical stop on 
the N8 motorway heading towards the south-west counties of Cork and Kerry. Like its 
iconic image, the abstraction of the Rock into a “stop-over” point on the map shapes the 
way people engage with the site. Arriving at the foot of the Rock, tourists on coach 
tours disembark, climb the steep incline and enter as a group. After participating in a 
guided tour they take a few photographs, before leaving the way they came, descending 
back into the carpark and continuing on their way. Thus, tourists experience the Rock of 
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Cashel as a bounded site, independent from its wider landscape. This necessarily limits 
the sense of place they attain (Tilley 2008a: 44). Although tourists’ understanding of the 
buildings on the Rock may be transformed by a guided tour of the site, the limited 
spatial experience of the surrounding landscape means these tourists remain susceptible 
to the imagined image of the Rock as standing alone in an empty landscape, 
disconnected from associated monuments such as Hore Abbey (Fig. 15) and the town 
below. I am not suggesting that tourists never take the time to visit the town of Cashel 
that sits below the Rock, however the majority pass it by; this trend has contributed to 
the way local Cashel people experience the Rock. 
A Local Perspective 
The iconic image of the Rock produces a perspective of Ireland as a rural country 
populated by medieval ruins. However, the lived experience of modern Ireland contrasts 
with the marketing of this national image and is essential to understanding Cashel as a 
place. Cashel town is a vital component to contesting the image of the Rock as an 
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Fig. 15: View of Hore Abbey from the Rock 
isolated place in an empty landscape. There is likely to have been a settlement at the 
foot of the Rock prior to the arrival of the Anglo-Normans; a town was certainly well 
established by the 14th century (Marnane 2007: 25, 35-7). Although the town prospered 
in the 15th century, religious changes in the 16th century brought significant changes; 
by the late 18th century Cashel was ‘a town of collapsed masonry and ruined 
ecclesiastical buildings’ (Marnane 2007: 82). Following the more recent history of 
Cashel, it is apparent that Cashel’s experience of modernity has not been a happy one. 
Throughout the 19th century the town of Cashel was increasingly denied the features of 
modern life. The town was bypassed by the Dublin to Cork railway in the early 19th 
century, and there was no adequate water supply for the town until the 1880s (Marnane 
2007: 92-4). The town was finally granted a railway link in 1904, but the line failed to 
be economically sustainable, and was closed in 1954 (Marnane 2007: 103-4). 
After the poverty of the town, the most striking dimension of this narrative of modern 
Ireland is the growing divide between the Rock and Cashel town. In 1748 the cathedral 
on the Rock ceased to be used and services were moved to St John the Baptist parish 
church in town. The monuments on the Rock continued to live a separate life as a tourist 
attraction (Marnane 2007: 78). Victorian travellers made frequent reference to the 
‘contrast between the Rock and the town’; this reveals that even by the 19th century, the 
Rock and the town experienced tourists differently (Marnane 2007: 88). Whereas the 
Rock was considered to be worth visiting, the town was not. As unfortunate or 
unwarranted as it is, this is a trend that has largely continued today.  
This historical experience of the town has shaped the attitude of local people to the 
Rock today. Many locals seem to have a limited knowledge of the site. This became 
clear through my interviews with the guides and my own experience in the town; many 
towns people refer to the Rock as a “castle”.  In this way locals perpetuate the imagined 
image of the site portrayed in the tourist industry. In addition, several guides noted that 
many locals of the town and surrounding area take the Rock for granted. Such a 
perspective is an example of “bodily understanding”, an outcome of inhabiting space 
through which we cease to notice the features of familiar places (Thomas 1996: 86). 
This is not to suggest that the locals do not care for the Rock. One guide noted how the 
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local people of Cashel town feel that the site is being taken away from them by the 
number of tourists coming to the site. They feel that the Rock has been transformed 
from a local landmark into a place that is “for” the tourists. This perspective is noted at 
other sites in Ireland, identified by Kneafsey (1995) in her study of the Céide Fields 
OPW site in County Mayo. This distancing of the local people is an example of 
“heritage dissonance”, where multiple interpretations and claims over the same heritage 
resource come into conflict (Turnbridge and Ashworth 1996). At Cashel, dissonance is 
created when the local experience is at odds with that of an Ireland that is “modern”, 
developed, and participates in a globalised world. This is evident in the marketing 
divide that presents the Rock of Cashel as a top global tourist destination yet does not 
acknowledge the lives of local people in Cashel town. 
Decay and conservation: negotiating temporality 
The transformation of the Rock into a destination for tourists also shapes the 
archaeological narrative of the Rock. From an archaeological perspective, tourism is 
having a damaging impact on what is already a fragile site. The Rock has been subject 
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Fig. 16: Scaffolding over Cormac’s Chapel
to conservation projects since the 1980s, and a current conservation project is ongoing 
to dry out the roof of Cormac’s Chapel and protect the frescos inside (Fig. 16). 
Conservation is also ongoing inside the Cathedral (Fig.17), including an effort to protect 
wall paintings probably dating to the 15th century. This conservation work has meant 
that parts of the Rock have been under scaffolding since 2009. Although the 
conservation work is applauded by the guides as good heritage practice, they report 
local dissatisfaction with the scaffolding. 
This dissatisfaction results from the fact that scaffolding is a visible mark of modern 
Ireland. The contemporary reality of increasing numbers of tourists is placing additional 
strain on the physical fabric of the Rock of Cashel. The scaffolding that currently covers 
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Fig. 17: Scaffolding inside the Cathedral
Cormac’s Chapel and areas of the Cathedral are part of a management strategy 
attempting to reduce the “wear and tear” visitors inflict on the site (Garrod, Fyall and 
Leask 2002). This includes the disturbance of the microclimate inside Cormac’s Chapel 
through increased humidity levels, the result of expanding numbers of visitors entering 
the managed space. Despite these conservation measures, some guides expressed fears 
that the Rock is simply unable to cope with the number of visitors coming to the site, as 
the material fabric of the Rock is being worn away by the footsteps of thousands in the 
space of mere months. This wearing away of the Rock is a byproduct of its current 
usage as a tourist destination. In introducing scaffolding, contemporary time is 
manifested in physical form: it breaks apart the image of the Rock as a timeless 
structure embodying a separate and static time of the past. 
Furthermore, the scaffolding at the Rock is decay made visible: a tangible sign of 
temporality in action. Lucas (2005: 131) notes the ‘temporal dilemma’ that is embedded 
in archaeological remains: they simultaneously embody the flow of time, and are 
removed from time through attempts to arrest decay. Although the monuments on the 
Rock exist in the “now”, it is their very “nowness” that determines their fate (Olivier 
2011: 96-7). The reality is that as much as conservation practice may seek to negate the 
deterioration that occurs with the passage of time, the remains cannot escape decay 
forever. This recognition has been incorporated into heritage practice at Mawson’s Hut 
in Antarctica, where decay is recognised as a natural outcome of the passing of time, 
and attempts are not made to conceal or freeze this process (Bourke 2013). 
The nature of the Rock of Cashel as a ruin is equally part of its appeal and the source of 
its problems. Unlike heritage practice in Japan which considers regular reconstruction to 
be a core component of the authenticity of sites, the focus of Western heritage practice 
on the original fabric of remains means that scaffolding is perceived to detract from an 
authentic experience of the site (Akagawa 2015). As Lowenthal notes, although wear 
and decay attests to the authenticity of heritage sites, ‘[a]ttractive decay requires a 
delicate balance between neglect and intervention….[and]…any sign that decay is 
deliberately arrested vitiates a ruin’s appeal’ (Lowenthal 2015: 254, 272).  The fact that 
the scaffolding detracts from the iconic image of the Rock as a ruin is reflected in the 
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fact that the majority of images of the Rock circulated in tourism do not depict the 
scaffolding. The physical reality of the site is experienced as an unexpected “blemish”, a 
snag in the pattern woven from images of romantic ruins. 
The fragility of the buildings of the Rock and the actions taken to preserve them cause a 
change in the narratives that are told around the site. Prior to the scaffolding, the 
exterior of Cormac’s Chapel was a major visual feature of the site, its bright sandstone 
fabric distinctive against the grey limestone of the other buildings. Tours would focus 
on discussing the external architectural features, drawing from a rich repertoire of 
Romanesque style and intriguing carvings. At this time, the interior of the Chapel was 
dark and decayed, the fragments of frescos barely discernible. Through the conservation 
action of erecting scaffolding to dry out the roof and protect the frescoes, the narrative 
of Cormac’s Chapel has been inverted. Now, it is the interior of the Chapel that is the 
focus of the tour, the frescoes bathed in light. But the recovery of the frescoes has come 
at the cost of attention previously given to the exterior of the Chapel: what was 
resplendent is now the image of decay, hidden behind scaffolding and no longer 
narrated. The impact of scaffolding on Cormac’s Chapel perfectly illustrates the way 
physical places shape narratives: when the material nature of place changes, the 
narrative is also reworked in response to the tangible fabric of the place.  
Defining place at the Rock of Cashel 
The embodiment of temporality is a defining feature of the Rock of Cashel. The nature 
of the Rock as a Medieval ecclesiastical site defines the warp of its fabric, its physical 
buildings and historical accounts determining the pattern of the weave. The temporality 
of the site also destabilises the fabric of the place: decay is made visible through 
scaffolding and appears like the edges of a well-worn blanket, faded and fraying. 
Although these patches may be brightened with shiny threads of iconic photos, such 
images are firmly stitched in place by the historical and archaeological warp of the 
physical buildings. These features of the physicality and temporality of the Rock of 
Cashel shapes broader narratives that are told of the site. Similarly to Tara, the Rock of 
Cashel is a site of contestation. In name and image it evokes a imagined place of a rural 
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Ireland caught in the past; this sits uncomfortably with intrusions of the present in the 
forms of tourism, scaffolding and motorways. 
The tangible experience of the Rock of Cashel also gives rise to multilocal narratives 
told by the guides. Not only do the buildings shape the tours that the guides give of the 
site, but they also inspire personal narratives informed by a holistic sensory experience 
of place. The mutual constitution of narrative and place is revealed in the contrast 
between the image and reality of the Rock. Whilst the iconic image of the Rock without 
scaffolding is used to promote an imagined image of Ireland’s built heritage, the reality 
of the site forces visitors to form a different understanding of the site grounded in the 
physical experience of the place. Thus, although idealised images of the Rock are 
instrumental in creating visitor expectations of the site, new narratives are negotiated, 
shaped by the physicality of the tangible experience of place. 
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Chapter Four: Dublin 1916/2016 - Reinventing the “Terrible 
Beauty” 
“All is changed, changed utterly. A terrible beauty is born” 1916, W.B. Yeats  12
“Remember. Reflect. Reimagine” Irish Centenary Program motto 
23rd June 2016 
The cry of seagulls fills my ears. I stand on O’Connell Bridge, the Liffey lazing its way 
smoothly beneath, bringing the salty scent of the sea into the very heart of the city. 
Construction barriers block my view to Liberty Hall: work is going on all around, 
clothing the city in an ever renewed garment.  
At the GPO, I press my fingers into gunshot pockmarks, and feel the memory of 
violence.  
 I observed this phrase used widely in the Dublin centenary commemorations.12
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Fig. 18: Centenary commemoration wreaths at Arbour Hill Cemetery
The 1916 Easter Rising is a defining event of modern Irish history. In April 1016, a 
group of passionate militant nationalists took control of key buildings around Dublin 
city. They held out for almost a week before they surrendered in the face of superior 
British numbers and firepower. Although the Rising was initially unpopular with the 
people of Dublin, the execution of the rebel leaders transformed them into martyrs of 
the nationalist cause. The repercussions of this event can be traced through the last 
hundred years of Irish history, and its ongoing significance is evident in nation-wide 
commemorations in this centenary year. 
Through the act of commemoration, the narratives of past and present Ireland are 
integrated, being drawn out of, and projected back onto the city of Dublin. After the 
Rising, Yeats’ 1916 poem proclaimed that “a terrible beauty is born”; this “terrible 
beauty” - a new wave of nationalist spirit - was to see Ireland to independence. Ireland 
continues to be transformed in the present; “reinvented” during the Celtic Tiger years to 
sport a new culture that was closely linked to a successful economy (Kirby, Gibbons 
and Cronin 2002: 1). The economic recession of the Global Financial Crisis (GFC) 
undermined Ireland’s image as the economic success story of the 1990s. Recovering 
from the experience of one of the worst effected countries of the GFC, the 1916 
centenary has provided the opportunity for Ireland to look again to the “terrible beauty” 
of the past to “reinvent” itself anew. 
In integrating the narratives of nationalist and modern Ireland, Dublin city emerges as a 
different sort of space. Although the places of the Hill of Tara and the Rock of Cashel 
are components of broader landscapes, Dublin is a constructed commemorative 
landscape, constituted as much in the streets of the city as in the discernible places 
between them. As an abstract entity on a map, Dublin appears as a landscape of lines 
and shapes; “zoomed in” this vast network of streets disappears into individual places, 
and buildings and landmarks replace the cardinal points of the compass as a means of 
orientation in space. 
The constructed commemorative space of Dublin shapes and reflects the narrative of 
commemoration. In the centenary call “Remember. Reflect. Reimagine”, Ireland is 
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called to reimagine and reinvent itself through remembering the past (Project Office 
2016a) Although the violence of this past has been problematic, with some attributing 
the 1966 anniversary as responsible for the new wave of conflict that erupted in the 
“Troubles” of the North of Ireland (Daly 2004: 35), the centenary has engaged with 
history to create a new space that emphasises inclusion and a shared past (Project Office 
2016a: 4). The 1916 centenary has woven a new narrative of Ireland’s nationalist 
tradition and clothed the city in a cloth of commemoration. This ‘centralisation of 
memory’ (Ascherton 2004: 202) has transformed Dublin city into a carefully 
constructed place of the past, using the physicality of Dublin’s streets to celebrate a 
state-endorsed version of history that is the foundation for a new “modern” identity for 
Ireland. 
I begin by examining some of the individual places of Dublin, before moving beyond 
place into the streets of the city to consider the way the wider city of Dublin has been 
constructed as a commemorative space.  
The places of Easter 1916 
The creation of commemorative space is anchored in key places of the city that 
witnessed the events of Easter 1916. The General Post Office (GPO), Four Courts, 
Boland’s Bakery, and St Stephens Green each played a role in the fighting; Kilmainham 
Gaol was central in the aftermath of the Rising (Fig. 19). Each of these places is a 
distinctive strand in the commemorative cloth of Dublin 1916/2016, and although each 
place has its own narrative, I focus my analysis on the GPO and Kilmainham Gaol. 
The General Post Office on O’Connell Street, the main street of Dublin city, played a 
central role in the events of Easter Week 1916. Serving as the Head Quarters for the 
rebels, it was outside the GPO that Patrick Pearse, the rebel Commander-in-Chief, read 
the Proclamation of the Irish Republic (O’Farrell 1999: 118). The rebels held their 
position in the GPO until they were forced to leave on the Friday to escape from fire 
kindled by British artillery shells (O’Farrell 1999: 120).  
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Kilmainham Gaol draws its significance from the aftermath of the Rising. Following 
their surrender, the leaders of the Rising were court-marshalled at Richmond Barracks 
and taken to Kilmainham Gaol to be executed by firing squad (Connell Jnr 2015: 181; 
187). The seven signatories of the Proclamation, in addition to another seven Rising 
participants were executed between 3rd - 12th May and buried in a lime pit in Arbour 
Hill Cemetery (O’Farrell 1999: 7; Connell Jnr 2015: 153). The execution of the leaders 
turned the tide of public opinion in support of the rebels, and is a core dimension of 
Kilmainham as a symbol of constitutional and militant nationalism in Ireland (Connell 
Jnr 2015: 23-4; Office of Public Works  2016: ‘Home’ para. 1).   
Both the GPO and Kilmainham Gaol house museums dedicated to the events of 1916. 
The siting of these museums is part of the deliberate political construction of 
commemorative space. The museum in the GPO was opened in March this year to 
coincide with the centenary anniversary, and Kilmainham Gaol was refurbished as a 
museum for the 50th anniversary in 1966 (An Post 2016; Office of Public Works 2016 
‘Restoration’). The Gaol also underwent a five million Euro refurbishment for this 
centenary year (Lennon 2016 para. 3). These museums draw authenticity from buildings 
!47
Fig. 19: Key places of the 1916 Rising in Dublin. Adapted from a Google Earth base image 
2016 
that are significant places of 1916 to support their narration of the national history of 
remembrance. 
The new state-sponsored museum in the GPO entitled “Witness History” portrays a 
crafted past; it presents a narrative woven on a state-sponsored loom. Its slogan “Your 
history. Your heritage. Live it” heralds its intention for an Irish audience, which is 
reflected in the strong educative focus of the museum. The exhibition begins with an 
overview of the social and political context to the Rising, then details the events of 
Easter Week 1916 before concluding with a commentary on the aftermath of the Rising 
and its consequences leading eventually to the Civil War. A section upstairs focuses on 
the commemoration of 1916, alongside 1916 merchandise available for sale.  
 
The physical space of museums shapes the way the content is experienced (Brett 1993; 
Slater 2003). Entry to the “Witness History” museum moves the visitor from the present 
day space of the post office into the underground area of the exhibition. The space of 
this exhibition is constructed to evoke a sense of the city in 1916. Amidst the 
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Fig. 20: Inside the GPO Museum 
information panels are recreations of Dublin streets, named by signs and plastered with 
contemporary advertisements, placed beside barricades of sandbags and barrels (Fig. 
20). This recreation of Dublin during the Rising brings the visitor back into the past to 
literally “witness” history, as the title of the museum implies. Easter Week 1916 is 
further evoked by a film playing at regular intervals in which actors recreate the action 
inside the GPO and elsewhere around the city, collapsing the gap between past and 
present through its reenactment of events (Lucas 2005: 126). This continuity of past and 
present is reinforced in the introductory moments of the film where historical 
photographs of the rebel leaders are merged into the faces of the actors; the dead of 
1916 are literally brought to life.  
This construction of space in the exhibition constitutes the museum as an imagined 
place. In contrast to the mythic narrative at Tara, or the romantic image of the Rock of 
Cashel, this imagined place does not exist solely as an intangible feature of the mind, 
but is an imagination of the past brought into physical form. Such recreation of the past 
is made possible because the space of the museum is invented from the outset: it is not 
constrained by existing archaeological features. Nor is this a neutral space. The 
presentation of the events of 1916 in the GPO museum is a reflection of the shaping of 
the past to suit the needs of the present, designed to show ‘the role of the GPO in the 
history of the foundation of the State’ (Project Office 2016c para. 1). Throughout the 
exhibition the events of Easter 1916 are ‘clarified’ to this end, following the call of the 
centenary slogan to “remember” the past and “reflect” on the experience of the Rising to 
“reimagine” an Ireland of the future (Lowenthal 1998: xv). The continuing relevance of 
1916 to the present is reinforced through the interactive display at the exit to the 
exhibition which asks visitors to decide whether the action of the Rising was morally 
right. Through this exhibition people of the present actively engage with the legacy of 
the past.  
Kilmainham Gaol is a different sort of place. Although it has a long history as a gaol, 
the events of the aftermath of the Rising changed the identity of the place forever. 
Kilmainham Gaol is one of the most visited OPW sites in Ireland (McCárthaigh 2016). 
Tours of the site explore various part of the gaol, interweaving different moments of its 
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history linked by the theme of 1916. The tour begins with an audio-visual presentation 
in the chapel where one rebel leader, Joseph Plunkett and his fiancee Grace Gifford 
were married the day before Joseph was executed. The tour then moves through the 
oldest part of the Gaol, detailing the primitive conditions that prisoners suffered, before 
continuing to the “1916 corridor”. The leaders of the 1916 Rising were held in the cells 
in this corridor prior to their execution; to commemorate this, each cell bears the name 
of its 1916 occupant (Fig. 21). The tour ends in Stone Breakers Yard, where the leaders 
of 1916 were executed by firing squad. A cross is placed at either end, marking the place 
were thirteen of the leaders were shot at one end, and James Connolly, too sick to stand 
and tied to a chair, at the other. The Irish flag stands raised in the middle, next to a 
plaque inscribed with the names of the executed leaders (Fig. 22). 
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Fig. 21: Cells in the “1916 Corridor”
In contrast to the “Witness History” exhibition at the GPO, Kilmainham Gaol is not an 
imagined, constructed space. However, the narrative of the site is shaped through the 
restriction of access to  the Gaol by guided tours which emphasise the narrative of 1916. 
The focus on the Rising is evident in the “1916 corridor”, where the stories of particular 
leaders are retold. Although the Rising leaders would have been just some of many 
individuals held inside these cells in the history of the Gaol, the labelling of the cells 
with their names consigns other occupants of the cells to oblivion. That many people 
passed through the Gaol in its history is acknowledged on the Kilmainham Gaol website 
(Office of Public Works 2016 ‘Home’), but within the space of the gaol the memory of 
1916 is reinforced at the expense of these others. As argued by Olivier (2011: 132-3), all 
archaeological sites accumulate remains from various moments in time: the reason we 
can read these sites is because the time before and after the moment visibly captured in 
a layer of the site is empty. At Kilmainham, a particular temporal moment is not only 
read but emphasised to deliberately focus on a particular heritage; the weft of 1916 is 
plucked from the other historical strands to remember this past whilst the remaining 
history of the cells is forgotten. 
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Fig. 22: Stone Breakers Yard, Kilmainham Gaol
The national narrative of 1916 is also woven with affect. Affect, as distinct from 
emotion, is a non-cognitive state that flows between bodies and things (Byrne 2013: 
597). In a similar manner to the objects considered by Byrne (2013), the 1916 corridor 
and Stone Breakers Yard in Kilmainham Gaol are “sticky” with affect; they evoke 
memories of the leaders though memorialising the final places they occupied in life. A 
key difference between the affect explored by Byrne (2013) and the affect evoked by the 
cells of Kilmainham is that, whilst Byrne’s (2013) examples refer to personal affect, 
contemporary visitors to Kilmainham Gaol did not personally experience the events of 
1916. Instead, Kilmainham Gaol is inscribed with affect through the commemoration of 
the executed leaders. The efficacy of this second-hand affect is evident in Byrne’s 
(2013) paper: he recounts how knowledge of the disappearances in Bali during the 
1960s changed his perception of Balinese compound gateways, even though he didn’t 
witness the disappearances himself.  
In addition, the affective trigger at Kilmainham is collective rather than individual. 
Although the relatives of the executed leaders may experience more intense affect, those 
without a personal connection are not excluded from the affective response: indeed, this 
affect is referenced on a national scale. Affect becomes part of the performance of 
heritage which invokes ‘self-conscious emotional acts of remembering and memory 
making' and is evident in Lorcan Leonard’s desire to restore the Stone Breakers Yard to 
‘the most holy spot in Ireland’ (Smith 2006: 71; Office of Public Works 2016 
‘Restoration’). The inscription of affect in Kilmainham is further evidence for the way 
experience of place is tailored to support the national remembrance of 1916. 
The GPO and Kilmainham Gaol also were key locations in the official centenary 
services carried out by the Irish State. The GPO was the centrepiece for speeches and 
wreath laying on Easter Sunday 27th March 2016, part of a state service that included a 
parade of the military forces and a reading of the Proclamation. A smaller wreath-laying 
service was also held at Kilmainham Gaol on Easter Sunday (Project Office 2016a: 
18-19. These official commemorations are a political and cultural act of remembering 
that rework the memory of these sites, effecting a change in the narrative fabric of these 
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places through using them to support a reimagined national identity founded in the 
events of 1916 (Smith 2006: 66). What sets the GPO and Kilmainham Gaol apart is not 
the historical narrative embedded within them, but their role in supporting the 
commemorative space and actively creating a past that connects the current heads of 
state with the rebel leaders of 1916. 
Bodies and Symbols of 1916 
The executed leaders of the 1916 Rising have become a powerful symbol of Irish 
nationalism, and their names and images are used to transform the city of Dublin into a 
place of commemoration. To  understand the significance of the dead leaders to the 
commemoration of 1916, it is useful to consider the role that dead bodies have played in 
post-socialist transformations in Eastern Europe. In The Political Lives of Dead Bodies, 
Vedery (1999: 27-8) demonstrates how dead bodies are effective symbols that bring the 
past into the present. Through forming a connection with ancestors and the national soil, 
Vedery’s (1999) bodies contain within them nationalist sentiment that is mobilised for 
political purposes. The executed leaders of 1916 similarly constitute a political and 
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Fig. 23: 1916 Memorial and gravesite at Arbour Hill Cemetery 
national symbol. The efficacy of the leaders as political symbols is evident in the 
deployment of  their photographs throughout the city; appearing everywhere from 
museums to postcards, the images and names of the leaders transform the city into a 
space of remembrance for these “glorious dead” . Unlike Vedery’s (1999) physical 13
bodies, however, much of the potency of the 1916 leaders lies in the imagination 
contained in their names and images: their stories live on through their names set above 
cells and their faces captured in photographs. 
  
This is not to negate the power of their physical bodies. The executed leaders of 1916 
were buried in a mass grave in Arbour Hill Detention Centre (now Arbour Hill 
Cemetery) precisely because the British recognised the potential for their graves to 
become a rallying point for nationalist action (Connell Jnr 2015: 23). In 1955 this place 
was transformed into a site of commemoration and remembrance with the erection of a 
memorial over their grave (Connell Jnr 2015: 154-5). The leaders now lie below a stone 
slab, with kerbstones engraved with their names; behind the grave is a wall inscribed 
with the Proclamation of the Irish Republic in Irish and English (Fig. 23). The 
significance of this site as a place of national pilgrimage and site of remembrance is 
evident in the use of this place in the official commemorations of 1916; this 
demonstrates the way that memory is embodied in sites (Project Office 2016a: 21). This 
is not a neutral process, for as Smith (2006: 61) argues, the ‘embodiment of memory…
as "heritage" render these intangible processes as "managable" and open to regulation’. 
This regulation is evident in the use of places to integrate the past into the present 
through the commemoration of 1916. 
Heritage on the streets: 
The above discussion demonstrates the way that particular places support the 
reinvention of Irish identity through linking the narrative of past and present in the 
commemoration of 1916. However, the centenary commemorations have not been 
limited to individual places, but have spilled forth onto the streets; the city itself has 
become a map of memory and reimagining. 
 The phrase “glorious dead” has been used to refer to various martyrs in the history of the 13
nationalist cause in Ireland. It appears in regards to the 1916 leaders in songs commemorating 
the Rising such as the “Foggy Dew”.
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 The streets of Dublin are mapped with the memory of 1916, creating a visual experience 
of commemoration. Throughout central Dublin, City Council banners read “Dublin 
Remembers 19/2016: Is cuimhin linn [we remember]” (Fig. 24); images of the Rising 
leaders gaze out on the streets posted on buildings from pubs to banks (Fig. 25). 
Through these images the city is saturated in the remembrance of 1916; it is impossible 
to escape from the commemorative space. 
As a map of commemoration, the streets of Dublin also dictate the performance of 
memory through  defining movement. For the state parade at Easter an official map was 
produced highlighting not only the route that was to be taken but also delineating the 
areas for viewing as distinct from areas reserved for the parade and official ceremony 
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Fig. 24: Is cuimhin linn: Dublin Remembers 
(Project Office 2016b). By defining the space of the city, the map shaped the way that 
locals and visitors in Dublin experienced and engaged with the parade. This map also 
reflected the spaces that the state considered to be important to the commemoration. In 
inscribing on the map the route of the parade, the state narrative of 1916 claimed these 
streets for the official remembrance of 1916. By excluding ordinary citizens and visitors 
from certain areas such as O’Connell street during the official ceremony, the parade 
map also monopolised the identity of the streets to support the national narrative of the 
past, overwriting other interpretations and experiences of the Rising. 
The streets of Dublin also support the national commemorative narrative through 
providing a space for the narration of the Rising through 1916-themed tours. Although 
several tours were in operation, due to constraints of space, I will examine here only the 
1916: Beyond Barricades tour operated by Dublin Bus. 
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Fig. 25: Image of The Proclamation of the Irish Republic (left) and Patrick Pearse (right) on 
the windows of AIB on O’Connell St
The 1916: Beyond Barricades tour took place on a specially constructed bus designed to 
look inside like an early 20th century vehicle. Throughout the tour, two costumed actors 
delivered an interactive performance, swapping between the personas of several rebels 
and soldiers who participated in the events of Easter week. The performance was 
thrilling, moving, and, true to its title, brought the audience beyond the barricades of the 
fighting into the personal experience of individuals who fought in the Rising. This 
medium of heritage performance brings the past into the present, at the same time as it 
transports the modern consumer back into the past (Brett 1993: 184). Within the interior 
of the bus, the audience was contained in a controlled fictional space, an imagined space 
made real through the efforts of the actors. At various moments throughout the tour, the 
actors asked us to close the curtains. This was explained in the context of the dramatic 
action (at times we had to hide from gunmen), but had the practical effect of hiding the 
passing of modern Dublin by the window, encouraging the audience to remain focused 
on the fictional space within the bus. Thus the interior of the bus was a space 
constructed by narrative through which a rendition of the past was imagined and 
conveyed. 
The tour was not limited to a recreation of the past, but actively engaged with the streets 
of modern Dublin to integrate the narrative of the past with places of the present. At key 
moments during the tour we disembarked for the re-enactment to continue in the 
physical places where the original events occurred. Through the actors, the one hundred 
years between the present and the past was blurred: these places belonged 
simultaneously to contemporary Dublin and the events of the 1916 Rising. The 
recreation of the Rising events using place also serves as a form of commemoration that 
ensures that the past held within these places is not forgotten. By telling these narratives 
in, with and through place, the memory of the past is continuously re-inscribed into the 
modern landscape of Dublin, forming an enduring link between Dublin of 1916 and 
2016 (Olivier 2011: 65). 
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Products of the present from the images of the past: Commercialisation of the 1916 
heritage 
The use of the memory of 1916 to reinvent a new “modern” Irish identity is also evident 
in the commercialisation of this heritage. The commercialisation of heritage is not new, 
but illustrates the present face of the past (Collins 2004: 24; Lowenthal 1998b). Through 
the commercialisation of heritage the integration of the two narratives of past and 
present is clear: 1916 is simultaneously held sacred to the national memory as a key 
event in the forging of the modern Irish nation, and freely commodified, packaged, and 
sold to visitors in the form of tours, postcards, magnates, posters, keyrings, and other 
commodities. Lowenthal (1998b: 97-8) captures this duality well when he notes that 
even the ‘most pious commemorations spawn souvenir kitsch’. In June/July 2016, 
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Fig. 26: 1916 merchandise advertised at Eason bookstore
official merchandise filled museum shops, visitor centres and book shops alike (Fig. 
26); images of the 1916 leaders stared out from flags and ceramic plates. 
The pressing of the past into products for the present is not confined to the official 
channels of the Irish state. Throughout the streets of central Dublin, vendors set up stalls 
flogging cheap souvenirs, featuring copies of the Proclamation printed on everything 
from flags to magnets, and knick-knacks featuring the faces and names of the rebel 
leaders (Fig. 27). This informal market of commemorative commodities indicates that 
the Irish nation-state does not control a monopoly on  the images of the leaders and the 
Proclamation, which are core symbols of the memory of 1916. It also reflects the 
carving out of an independent area within the commemorative space of the city: though 
the streets have been transformed into vehicles of state commemoration though banners 
and flags, on an individual level these streets are not a commemorative map but remain 
places of everyday life.  
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Fig. 27: Street vendors selling 1916 souvenirs 
Contesting the 1916 narrative 
There is a 'strong, permanent' connection between politics and the conservation of the 
past (Turnbridge and Ashworth 1996: 46). Although the commemorations of 1916 in 
Dublin have demonstrated an integration between a nationalist narrative of 
remembering 1916, and the “modern” narrative of a new, reinvented Ireland, these 
narratives are not without contestation. Although the transformation of the streets of 
Dublin into sites of memory cannot be contested on  the broad scale of the city, state 
narratives are contested at the level of place.  
This contestation is evident in the outcry over decisions to develop the Moore St area. 
The rebels retreated to numbers 14-17 Moore St after evacuating from the GPO, and it 
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Fig. 28: Nos. 14-17 Moore Street
was here that Pearse made the decision to surrender. As a place, Moore St is similar to 
the GPO and Kilmainham Gaol as a witness to key moments of the Easter Rising. In 
contrast to these two sites, Moore Street has received different treatment from the Irish 
state. Although numbers 14-17 Moore St are classified as a National Monument, and 
were part of the official centenary commemorations on Easter Monday this year, the 
street has been at the centre of a dispute regarding the decision to develop the buildings 
either side of numbers 14-17 for large supermarkets (Project Office 2016b). This has 
resulted in a strong public outcry in the form of marches and petitions on account of the 
destruction of what has historically been a market area, and also the broader 
significance of the surrounding area in the events of the Easter Rising (Save Moore 
Street 2016). The actions of protests and occupation of the site is reminiscent of the 
SAVE TARA campaign, and illustrates the fact that Moore St is also a contested place 
(Bender 1993). This is exemplified in the photo above (Fig. 28),  taken 25th June, which 
depicts the official state commemorative banner underneath which is hung an unofficial 
sign reading “Welcome to Citizen’s National Monument”: protestors also claim space 
through banners and images, using the same methods of the state to give power to their 
own   message. Although a decision by the High Court ruled to extend the area covered 
by the Moore Street National Monument to encompass the entire GPO battlefield sector, 
this decision was appealed by the Minister for Heritage, Heather Humphries in June; 
until the Supreme Court hearing later in the year, the fate of the site remains unknown 
(Archaeology Ireland 2016: 4-5). The outcry over Moore St demonstrates that even 
though the Irish nation-state may seek to monopolise 1916 into an integrated narrative 
of past and present, individual places still serve as sites where the narratives of past and 
present are contested.  
A Terrible Beauty Past and Present? 
The 1916 Easter Rising is relatively recent history: the temporal distance between 1916 
and 2016 is small. This temporality defines the way the narrative of 1916 is told, the gap 
between past and present deliberately collapsed in the reinvention of a new 
contemporary Irish identity. The “terrible beauty” of 1916 has been “reimagined” 
through connecting places that featured in the events of the Rising with the places of 
contemporary Dublin in a constructed space of commemoration. The materiality of the 
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1916 Rising also defines the way the commemorative narrative has been told: as recent 
history, a wealth of historical accounts, photographs and artefacts have enabled the past 
to be brought into the present through the recreation of the Rising in museums and 
tours. Through the proliferation of banners and images of the Rising leaders, the streets 
of Dublin are saturated in the memory of 1916. 
The defining feature that sets Dublin apart from the Hill of Tara or the Rock of Cashel is 
the fact that it is a contemporary, living space: the past of the city cannot be treated as a 
separate entity to its present. For this reason, the commemorative space of Dublin is an 
integration between past and present. The idea of the Rising is projected onto the 
contemporary streets of Dublin through the narrative of commemoration. The physical 
streets and places of Dublin give life to the Rising through providing a space to recreate 
an imagined past. As palimpsests, the physical places of Dublin collapse the distance 
between past and present, facilitating the creation of a commemorative narrative at the 
same time as they give authenticity to it by grounding the commemoration in physical 
places such as the GPO and Kilmainham Gaol. The shortness of the temporal threads 
between Dublin 1916/2016 enables a very close knit of past and present, a weave in 
which the imagined past plays an equal part alongside the lived experience of the 
modern city of Dublin, and on which the pattern of a reinvented terrible beauty is born.  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Chapter Five: Conclusion 
In the last three chapters the interaction between the idea, and the materiality of place 
has been examined through three different sites in Ireland to form an understanding of 
national Irish identity and sense of place. At each site there is a unique interplay 
between the idea of place as expressed by the human imagination through narrative, and 
the materiality of an embodied experience through being “in place”. Just as narrative 
shapes place, place shapes narrative. 
In Chapter Two, the case study of the Hill of Tara demonstrated the power of dominant 
narratives to shape the experience of place. The pre-eminence of the narrative of High 
Kingship has not only shaped popular perceptions of the site, but it has also directed 
archaeological research. In the context of scant physical, and sometimes ambiguous 
material remains, the construction of meaning at Tara has been shaped by a narrative 
given through the power of its name. “Tara”, as a nominal conception, is synonymous 
with the idea of the ancient kings of Ireland. In the absence of other evidence, myth and 
folklore have provided the names that have been attached to particular monuments and 
features of the site, which evoke stories of kingship around place and landscape. These 
names and narratives shape perception and generate affective experience by 
“enhancing” and embellishing indistinct archaeological remains. In doing so, the 
indistinct acquires form and the narrative is anchored in the materiality of the place.  
Physical places also shape narratives. The impressive location and imposing physical 
ruins of the Rock of Cashel explored in Chapter Three, allows for the materiality of the 
place to assert itself and define the narratives that are told about it. The predominant 
narrative of the Rock that is circulated in tourist brochures and photographs is that of an 
iconic ruin that stands in an empty landscape and echoes the Medieval past. The 
physical buildings, with active conservation and preservation works on the site, provide 
a dynamic counter to the idea of a static ruin presented in these images. The present-day 
narrative of the Rock is shaped by the demands of modern tourism, which necessitate 
changes to the physical fabric of the site through conservation and scaffolding. In 
addition, the site and landscape influences the informative and personal narratives that 
guides tell. Changes in the visible physical fabric of the material remains can literally 
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pull narratives “inside out”; the example of Cormac’s Chapel illustrated how the 
introduction of scaffolding and conservation works inverts and redirects the narrative by 
hiding the previously “showcased” exterior to shift the emphasis of the narrative onto 
the revealed frescoes within. The defining stories of the tour are located in place and 
attached to specific archaeological and natural features; an empathetic connection with 
the buildings is generated through a holistic sensory experience of the site. 
Chapter 4 examined how place and narrative are mutually constituted. Imagined and 
tangible experiences of place have been integrated into the very fabric of the city of 
Dublin. The idea and narrative of the 1916 Easter Rising as a national memory and a 
focus for contemporary identity is projected onto the streetscapes and places of Dublin 
to transform the city into a commemorative space. Physical places connected with the 
events of the Rising are sites to reimagine the past through reconstruction or re-
enactment; the streets of Dublin connect these places and provide a broader space for 
the embodiment of the national narrative of commemoration and contemporary identity. 
Narratives of archaeological sites are multilocal and multivocal (Rodman 2003 [1992]). 
The multiple narratives of these Irish places are defined by the temporal and material 
qualities of the archaeological sites. At the Hill of Tara, narrative shapes the experience 
of place because of the indiscernible quality of the archaeological remains for most 
visitors and the prehistoric temporality of the site. The opposite is true of the Rock of 
Cashel; the unmistakable physicality of its buildings define a congruent narrative that is 
supported by the material archaeology and historical written records. The projected 
image and narrative of the Rock is mediated by the tangible experience of the site which 
gives rise to personal and emotive narratives. Whilst the essence of the Hill of Tara may 
be accessed through the mythic narratives of kingship, an appreciation of the Rock of 
Cashel without embodied experience cannot give a true sense of the place.  
At both the Hill of Tara and the Rock of Cashel the multiple phases of activity, the 
palimpsests that constitute the archaeological remains, are condensed and simplified 
into a static past that is perceived as being separate and different from the present. This 
division of past from present is core dimension of the outcry that occurred over the 
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construction of the M3 motorway through the landscape of Tara, or with the erection of 
scaffolding at the Rock of Cashel. The motorway and scaffolding shattered the 
perception of these sites as occupying a separate and distinct past; as products of the 
present they brought the lived experience of contemporary Ireland into direct conflict 
with the national imagination of a “Celtic” or “Medieval” past. By contrast, in the 1916 
centenary commemorations in Dublin, the temporal divide between past and present 
was collapsed. Through the creation of commemorative space, achieved through a 
wealth of historical photos, documents, and artefacts, the past of 1916 was not treated as 
a separate entity, but drawn upon to constitute a new narrative of contemporary Irish 
identity in the present. 
This differing perception of conflict and integration between past and present is also a 
product of the tangible nature of these sites. The Hill of Tara and the Rock of Cashel are 
no longer places of habitation; they are locations which capture and preserve moments 
of the past. By contrast, Dublin continues to function as a living, inhabited city. In 
Dublin, integration between past and present is necessary to allow the city to function in 
the present whilst the past is remembered. The space of commemoration was the 
outcome of this integration, enabling a remembrance of the past that was actively drawn 
upon to define the present.  
The three places considered in this thesis illustrate the ways that narrative and place 
define each other. In exploring this process I have used two models of understanding 
place: nominal, imagined place and tangible, experienced place. My discussion of three 
different archaeological places has illustrated that neither imagined ideas of place nor 
tangible experience fully define the richness or diversity of place; one influences the 
other in an ever evolving interplay between the past and present. Taken separately, each 
model has its limitations. Heidegger’s (1977) and Tilley’s (1994, 2008) focus on the 
materiality of place does not explain the nominal sense of place in Ireland: Sheeran 
(1988) and O’Farrell’s (1992) argument for a sense of place contained solely in names 
and memories does not acknowledge the influence material remains exercise over 
understandings of place. 
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In the interplay between narrative and place, the material and temporal qualities of 
archaeological sites define the narratives that are formed about them: ideas and 
memories of place shape the form of these narratives. The shaping of narratives by the 
temporal and physical qualities of places is a feature of archaeological sites around the 
world; the difference in the meaning made of sites in different places stems from the 
fact that narratives are culturally defined. This is true for Ireland; in a nation where the 
oral and narrative tradition has held sway as a dominant cultural form, stories and 
narratives are constituted by an imaginative and nominal way of conceptualising place. 
An additional and potent dimension of the Irish sense of place has become clear through 
the investigation of the places of Tara, Cashel and Dublin. Although Sheeran (1988) 
argues that there is little care for physical places in Ireland, which he contends are left to 
decay and ruin, the examples of the M3 protests at Tara, the concern to conserve the 
Rock and the outcry to protect Moore Street in Dublin all illustrate that, although sites 
may be allowed to take their temporal trajectory of inevitable decay, their destruction is 
not permissible. People may take heritage places for granted; this is apparent in the way 
decay and damage is allowed to occur. However the Irish experience demonstrates that, 
at a point of crisis, people take action to save the physical places that carry their notions 
of identity and cultural memory. This observation is particularly relevant for the future 
management of heritage sites in Ireland, especially in the context of the current review 
of Irish archaeological practice as part of the project ‘Archaeology 2025’ (Royal Irish 
Academy n.d.). 
The richness of narrative and place in Ireland leaves plenty of room for further 
anthropological and archaeological discussion. A synthesised approach between the 
related disciplines of archaeology and anthropology is well suited for further 
investigation into the relationship between archaeological places, and cultural and 
historic narratives. Further combined research promises to make valuable contributions 
to understanding the differences between rural and cosmopolitan experiences of heritage 
places, especially in the way that state interventions in conservation, excavation and 
commemoration are engaged with by stakeholders at the local level. A broader 
understanding of the way that Ireland’s relationship with the past has changed, and 
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continues to change, in the context of a globalised world also merits further study. In 
particular, further research on the manner in which the Irish diaspora relate to 
archaeological places in Ireland can inform an understanding of the way that these 
places are drawn upon in negotiating forms of Irish diasporic identity. 
I conclude by returning to the place that I began. My own relationship with Ireland 
reflects the multilocal and multivocal themes of this thesis. Since 2007, I have returned 
to visit Ireland many times (2009, 2012, 2014, 2016); on each occasion I have revisited 
the places I have come to “know” and with each visit I leave with a fresh experience 
and perspective of my own, and the Irish, sense of place. This is exemplified in my 
personal experience of the Hill of Tara. My first visit to Tara was with my father and my 
grandmother when I was thirteen. Entranced by the rich mythology of the site, I eagerly 
imbibed the stories of ancient kings and on the summit of the Hill, I recounted the story 
of the Lia Fáil as the wind roared like the cry of the inauguration stone for the rightful 
king of Tara. The idea of kingship defined the site for my teenage self. Ten years on 
when I returned to Tara to do fieldwork for this research thesis, my experience of the 
place was very different. In a fresh moment in time, though it looked much the same, 
the site had changed; a gradual transformation occurring over the passage of years. I too 
had changed; the last three and a half years of archaeological study has altered the way I 
look at the material world and, with it, my perception of sites. Whilst I was familiar 
with the stories of kingship, I could now “read” the Hill as a complex of archaeological 
remains. This return to tangible experience made me rethink the narratives through 
which I had first discovered Tara, and caused me to reflect on the multilocality of my 
own experience. Like archaeological sites, narratives are not singular or static. 
The Hill of Tara is a palimpsest of material memory, a physical record of the people 
who once inhabited this landscape. But it is also a palimpsest of personal memory and 
experience. My perception of the Hill is informed by layers of memory, of different 
times and different people. The place is both idea and tangible archaeology, and these 
two aspects are interwoven in my personal perception of the site. Although Tara is a 
place of the Irish national imagination, it is also a place of personal experience.  
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Places are never “empty”; ever-evolving tapestries await to be woven from the “warp” 
of time-tempered physical remains and the many-coloured “weft” of ideas, narratives, 
stories, myths and meanings. The experience of place, like narrative, is always multiple, 
meaningful, and changing with the passage of time. 
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Appendix A: The Hill of Tara, County Meath 
The monuments are listed in relative chronological order, following the phases of 
development proposed by Newman (1997) in ‘Tara: An Archaeological Survey. 
Discovery Program Monographs 2’. All phases are based on a relative chronology. 
Refer to Figure 4 in Chapter Two for a map of the site. 
PHASE 1-2 
Duma na nGiall/The Mound of Hostages 
Archaeological Description: This Neolithic passage tomb was excavated in the 1950s 
and subsequently restored. Radiocarbon dates are ambiguous but it is likely the 
monument was built in the first half of the third millennium BCE. The tomb is 
orientated east-west with the entrance on the eastern side. The burial chamber is a four 
metre long passage divided into three sections; one of the orthostats is decorated in 
characteristic passage-tomb style. Primary Neolithic deposits inside the tomb consisted 
of cremated burials and grave-goods which included Carrowkeel Ware pottery, bone 
pins and stone balls. These Neolithic deposits were disturbed with the insertion of more 
burials inside the passage during the Bronze Age, and forty Bronze Age burials were 
also discovered in the soil mantle covering the cairn. Excavation of the structure 
revealed a pre-tomb trench that may have formed part of a larger oval enclosure. This 
enclosure is the earliest evidence of activity present on the site and has tentatively been 
radiocarbon dated to 3030-2190 BCE (cf. Newman 1997: 71-5, 318-9). 
Associated history/mythology: Duma na nGiall is said to have been built by Cormac 
mac Airt, a legendary king of Tara who supposedly reigned during the prehistoric 
period. This is said to be the place where he came to exchange hostages after battle (Ó 
Ríordáin 1979: 9; Bhreathnach 2005: 51). 
PHASE 3 
Tech Midchúrarta/Banqueting Hall 
Archaeological description: Potentially built between the mid-fourth and mid-third 
millennium BCE, the Tech Midchúrarta runs along the north-south flank of the hill, and 
appears to be aligned with Duma na nGiall. The monument consists of two parallel 
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earthen banks and is approximately 203 metres in length. Five gaps appear in the west 
bank with another five, possibly six on the east side, though they are not symmetrical or 
evenly spaced. The southern end of the monument has been reduced to ground level by 
ploughing, and quarrying at the northern end has removed any evidence of the 
termination of the monument at this point (cf. Newman 1997: 103-11, 227, 323). 
Associated history/mythology: The Tech Midchúrarta is said to be the remains of the 
great banqueting hall of Tara where the festival of Samhain, Feis Teamhrach was held at 
the beginning of November. Illustrated plans of the building are included in medieval 
texts such as the Book of Leinster (Newman 1997: 103). 
PHASE 4 
Early Bronze Age - Duma na nGiall reused for burial. 
PHASE 5 
Middle Bronze Age - potential construction of ring-ditches. 
PHASE 6 
Ráith na Ríg/Rath of the Kings 
Archaeological description: This oval-shaped hengiform enclosure probably dates to the 
Iron Age. It has a circumference of almost 1000 metres and encompasses an area of 
almost 55, 000 square metres, within which lie the Forradh, Tech Cormaic and Duma 
na nGiall. Measuring 318 metres north-south by 264 metres east-west, Ráith na Ríg is 
the largest enclosure on the Hill of Tara. It is defined by a V-shaped fosse [trench] and 
external bank; the fosse was originally 3.5 metres deep and partially rock-cut; the bank 
was probably 2-2.5 metres high. A substantial trench on the inside of the enclosure and 
running parallel to the fosse may have formed the foundation for a wooden palisade. 
There are two entrances discernable on the east and north-west sides, in addition to a 
possible entrance to the south, though these are all later additions; original entrances to 
the enclosure have not been identified  (cf. Newman 1997: 53-75; 318). 
Associated history/mythology: Ráith na Ríg is traditionally considered to be part of the 
defences of the fortress of Tara. 
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Ráith Gráinne/Gráinne’s Rath 
Archaeological Description: Ráith Gráinne is a circular flat-topped mound surrounded 
by a broad U-shaped fosse and external bank, with a diameter of approximately 70 
metres. This monument has been provisionally classified as a ring-barrow (Newman 
1997: 125).  
Associated history/mythology: This rath is said to be named after Gráinne, daughter of 
Cormac mac Airt and wife of Finn mac Cumaill, two legendary kings of Tara (Ó 
Ríordáin 1979: 23; Connon 2005: 247). 
Clóenfherta/Sloping Trenches 
Archaeological Description: The Clóenfherta refers to two barrows that are built across 
the west slope of the hill. The northern Clóenfherta is the largest barrow on the hill, 
measuring 80 metres north-south. A wide U-sectioned fosse occurs between the bank 
and the central mound, and a bowl barrow is incorporated into the bank. This monument 
has provisionally been classified as a ring- barrow. The southern Clóenfherta also 
consists of a raised mound surrounded by a fosse and external bank . It has likewise 
been classified as a ring barrow (cf. Newman 1997: 115-24,  324-5). 
Associated history/mythology: One explanation of the Clóenfherta tells that they are the 
result of an earthquake caused by St Patrick’s anger at Lóegaire, a pagan king reluctant 
to accept the teachings of Christianity. St Patrick’s fury was so great that it caused the 
Hill to slant (Bhreathnach 1995: 63).  
The northern Clóenfherta has also been explained as the result of the collapse of the 
royal residence due to a false judgement that was given by King Lugaid mac Con. A 
young Cormac mac Airt challenged Lugaid mac Con’s judgement over some sheep that 
had consumed woad in the Queen’s field. Truth and justice being a core requirement for 
the kingship of Tara, the reign of Lugaid mac Con was ended when his judgement was 
recognised as false, and Cormac mac Airt became king (Bhreathnach 1995: 95). The 
southern Clóenfherta has been claimed as the site of the slaughter of virgins by the king 
Dunlaig of the Laigin family, a dynasty from the Irish midlands (Newman 1997: 115; 
Bhreathnach 2005: xiii). 
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PHASE 7 
Ráith na Senad/Rath of the Synods 
Archaeological description: Ráith na Senad was probably built sometime after Ráith na 
Ríg. It is a multi-phase monument that appears in its final form as a quadrivallate 
enclosure. This structure is the most heavily damaged monument on the Hill of Tara, 
having been partially built over by the  medieval churchyard. The south section of the 
structure has also been damaged by ploughing, and part of the interior of the site was 
destroyed in a search for the Ark of the Covenant in the 19th century. The central area of 
the monument is approximately 28 metres in diameter and is defined by a bank and 
external fosse. This fosse is separated from the second rampart by a narrow berm. The 
second rampart consists of a bank and a V-sectioned, flat bottomed fosse; this pattern is 
repeated for the third set of ramparts. Traces of a fourth rampart are visible in the 
northern and south-western quadrants of the monument, which appears to have 
discontinued where it intersected with Ráith na Ríg. Finds recovered from this 
monument include Roman-type nails and a lead seal with the imperial insignia, 
indicating direct contact with the Roman world from the 1st-4th century CE (cf. 
Newman 1997: 91-8, 321). 
Associated history/mythology: St Patrick is said to have held synods at this site in three 
successive centuries (Newman 1997: 91). 
Forrad/Royal Seat 
Archaeological Description: The Forrad is one of the circular conjoined earthworks that 
is the focal point of the Tara complex on the summit of the Hill. A multi-phase 
monument, the final form of the Forrad as a bivallate barrow has a diameter of 87 
metres and consists of a steep-sided and flat-topped mound. It is surrounded by two 
concentric banks with an intervening fosse. The U-shaped inner fosse measures 3.6 
metres from the base of the fosse to the top of the mound, and 1.1 metres to the 
intermediate bank; the outer fosse is more angular and has a depth of 1.5 metres from its 
base to the top of the external bank (cf. Newman 1997: 77-83, 319-20).  
Associated history/mythology: Known as the inauguration site for the Kings of Tara 
(Bhreathnach & Newman 2008: 4). See the Lia Fáil for an account of royal 
inauguration ceremonies. 
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Ráith Lóegaire/Laoghaire’s Rath 
Archaeological description:  Ráith Lóegaire is a bivallate circular enclosure located on 
the south side of the site. The enclosure is defined by two earthen banks between which 
is a U-sectioned fosse, which suggests this monument may have had a defensive 
function. The eastern half of the enclosure has been damaged by quarrying and 
ploughing; only the west half remains. The horizontal diameter is 129 metres north-
south and 120 metres east-west (cf. Newman 1997: 47-52, 317). 
Associated history/mythology: This earthwork is named for the burial place of Lóegaire, 
a King of Tara in the 5th century CE. Lóegaire is recorded as being a law giver, 
establishing a committee to revise traditional Irish laws in line with Christianity. 
Lóegaire is best known for his opposition to St Patrick and reluctance to accept the 
Christian faith, though some accounts credit this reluctance due to the orders of his 
father Niall. Lóegaire is said to have died in 461 CE, and according to the wishes of his 
father is said to have been buried ‘standing up, armed with his weapons, in the ramparts 
of Tara’. Although Lóegaire appears in several early texts, at least part of the material is 
mythic (Mac Shamhráin & Byrne 2005: 174-5). 
PHASE 8 
Ráith na Ríg is converted from a ritual to a defensive enclosure.  
Tech Cormaic/Cormac’s House 
Archaeological Description: Tech Cormaic is the second circular enclosure on the 
summit of the Hill. It is defined by an earthen bank, fosse and outer bank with a 
possible entrance in the north-east quadrant. The outer bank of Tech Cormaic connects 
with the outer bank of the Forrad; for this reason, Tech Cormaic is interpreted as being 
of later date, having deliberately enclosed the Forrad within its external bank (cf. 
Newman 1997: 83-6, 319). 
Associated history/mythology: Tech Cormaic is said to have been the residence of the 
king Cormaic mac Airt.  
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Lia Fáil/Stone of Destiny 
Archaeological Description: The Lia Fáil is a 1.57 metre tall pillar-shaped stone on the 
Forrad. It was moved here from its original location near Duma na nGiall in 1824 to 
commemorate those who died in the 1798 Battle of Tara, and is lightly inscribed with a 
cross and the letters R.I.P. The stone is coarse white granite and although the origin of 
the stone is unknown, it does not match geological deposits in the surrounding area, and 
so is likely to be an import from further afield (cf. Newman 1997: 86). 
Associated history/mythology: The Lia Fáil features in accounts of the inauguration 
ceremonies for the kings of Tara, as described in the 8th century text De Shíl Chonairi 
Moir (Gwynn 1912 cited in Newman 1997: 86). Prospective kings had to ride their 
chariot between the magical stones Blocc and Bluigne, which would only part for the 
rightful king. The true king was recognised by the Lia Fáil which screeched out against 
the axle of the kings chariot, or in another version, roared in recognition for all of 
Ireland to hear (Newman 1997: 87-8).  
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Appendix B: The Rock of Cashel, County Tipperary 
List of Buildings: 
The buildings are listed in chronological order of construction. See Figure 12 in Chapter 
Three for a site plan. 
Round Tower 
The Round Tower is probably the oldest extant structure on site. It is likely to have been 
built by Muirchertach Ó Briain, King of Munster, following the donation of the site to 
the Church in 1101 (Marnane 2007: 140). Round towers are an architectural form 
unique to Ireland, and always occur in ecclesiastical settings. Their purpose is unclear, 
though it is likely that they were used as bell towers; they may also have functioned as 
markers to signify ecclesiastic settlements in the landscape. Due to the fact that the 
entrance to these towers is almost always several metres above ground level, it has been 
suggested that these towers were used for defence in the case of attack. However, this 
theory is now generally considered to be incorrect, as refuge would have been 
impractical due to the possibility of being smoked out by fire kindled around the base of 
the tower. Another explanation of the raised level of the doorway relates to architectural 
practicality; since round towers are built with shallow foundations, the raised doorway 
is to ensure the structural stability of the tower.  
Cormac’s Chapel: 
Cormac’s Chapel is a 12th century Romanesque church. This church was commissioned 
by Cormac Mac Carthaig, one of the Éoganacht kings of Cashel, and is one of the 
earliest and finest examples of the Hiberno-Romanesque architectural style in Ireland 
(Marnane 2007: 24). It is entirely constructed of sandstone (including the roof) and has 
many stylistic features typical of the European Continent and beyond, including the 
carving of what is thought to be a hippopotamus, or perhaps a badly rendered lion, on 
the north tympanum. Frescoes were discovered inside the chapel in the 1980s, and the 
use of lapis lazuli paint pigment demonstrates that Ireland had trading contact with the 
Middle East. Conservation work on the frescoes is currently ongoing. 
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Cathedral: 
The Cathedral dates to the 13th century and is built in the Gothic style; it is the largest 
building on the Rock. Three large lancet windows feature in the gable of each transept. 
Architectural features include carved heads that decorate the crossing tower (between 
nave and choir) that is formed by four impressive pointed arches (Marnane 2007: 142). 
Along the south side of the choir is the “leper’s squint”, an opening in within the wall 
where lepers could participate in religious services whilst remaining removed from the 
rest of the congregation (Marnane 2007: 144). There was a Lepers hospital on Windmill 
Hill, just to the south of the town of Cashel. 
A number of tombs are situated in various parts of the cathedral. One of the most 
famous is the tomb of the Archbishop Miler Magrath, located to the right of the high 
altar in the choir. His tomb includes a Latin inscription:  
 “Patrick, the glory of our isle and gown 
 First sat as bishop in the See of Down. 
 I wish that I succeeding him in place 
 As bishop, had an equal share of grace. 
 I served thee England, fifty years in jars (though thick and thin) 
 And pleased thy Princes in the midst of wars. 
 Here where I’m placed I’m not; and thus the case is,  
 I am in both - yet not in both the places. 
 He that judgeth me is the Lord 
 Let him who stands, take care lest he fall”  (cited in Marnane 2007: 143) 
The choir of the cathedral is currently inaccessible due to scaffolding. Scaffolding also 
covers the east end of the south transept; along this wall paintings from the 14th and 
15th centuries have been uncovered. The roof of the Rock was dismantled in 1750 
following the transfer of cathedral services to the church of St John the Baptist in 
Cashel town, and the building has suffered much damage from weathering as a result 
(Marnane 2007: 78). 
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Bishops’ Tower: 
This was built in the 15th century for purposes of defence, intended as a place to make a 
last stand should the Rock be attacked. It is five stories high and was connected directly 
to the Cathedral (Marnane 2007: 139). Serving as a residence for the archbishop, 
interior corridors facilitated movement from the tower into the cathedral without the 
need to go outside. This building is a later addition on the cathedral and reduces the 
original size of the nave. In 1848, a severe storm caused part of the tower to collapse. 
The fallen corner of the tower still remains where it fell by the entrance to the cathedral.  
Vicars Choral Hall & Dormitory: 
The Vicars Choral was built in 1420 by Archbishop Richard O’Hedian as a living space 
for eight men he employed to sing the liturgy at services in the cathedral (Marnane 
2007: 136). The Vicars Choral was completely restored in 1975, and currently serves as 
the point of entry to the Rock (Marnane 2007: 136). The dormitory is currently used to 
screen an Audio-Visual presentation about the Rock of Cashel.  
High Cross 
The original monument is on display inside the Vicars Choral and a replica stands in its 
original location outside the cathedral. Made from sandstone, this High Cross is unusual 
due to its form of a crucifix supported by vertical uprights; this deviates from the more 
standard Irish high cross design in which the cross is enclosed by a circle (Marnane 
2007: 138).  
Scully Monument: 
The Scully monument is the broken remains of a large Celtic cross that once stood over 
the tomb of the Scully family on the north edge of the site. The monument was 
originally almost two metres in height and was shattered in a storm in January 1976 
(Marnane 2007: 144). Locals say that this was a form of divine retribution for the 
arrogance of the family in erecting such an elaborate memorial.  
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Hore Abbey: 
Sitting below the west side of the Rock, in 1272 Hore Abbey was founded by 
Archbishop David Mac Cearbhaill. It housed the Cistercian Order of monks and it is 
from them that the site got its name: “Hore” or “Hoar” describes the grey-coloured 
habits that the monks wore (Jackman 2016: 232). A popular story has it that the site was 
originally given to the Benedictine Order, but after dreaming that the Benedictines 
would cut his throat, the Archbishop expelled them in favour of the Cistercians. In the 
context of religious reform in England, Hore Abbey was surrendered to the Crown in 
1540 (Marnane 2007: 45). 
Stories/Folklore: 
See below for further information about stories and folklore referred to in Chapter 
Three. 
Miler Magrath:  
Miler Magrath was a Franciscan friar born in County Fermanagh. In 1571 he was 
appointed by the English Crown as Archbishop of Cashel (Marnane 2007: 46). He held 
this position for fifty years until his death, aged over one hundred years (Marnane 2007: 
46, 142). Miler is one of the most infamous personalities in the Rock’s history. 
Originally holding the Roman Catholic Bishopric of County Down from 1565-1580, he 
simultaneously held the positions of Roman Catholic and Protestant Bishop (Marnane 
2007: 143). Miler married twice and had nine children, and appropriated Church land to 
support his private lifestyle and family. On his deathbed, it is said Miler Magrath 
converted back to Catholicism, despite having served as a Protestant bishop for fifty 
years.  
Devil’s Bit: 
The Devil’s Bit is a piece of popular local folklore which explains the origin of the 
limestone outcrop on which the ecclesiastical buildings of the Rock of Cashel are built. 
The tale goes that the Devil was being chased through Tipperary; to repel his pursuer, 
the Devil took a bit out of one of the mountains. Breaking a tooth on the stone, the 
Devil spat it out in anger, where it landed in its current position in the Golden Vale. 
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Looking at the Devil’s Bit mountain from the Rock of Cashel a depression is visible 
which is explained as place where the Devil took a bite from the mountain. 
Conversion of King Óengus: 
Óengus was the King of Munster at the time of St Patrick, and died around 490 CE. 
According to popular myth, Óengus was baptised into Christianity by the saint when he 
came to the Rock of Cashel. During the baptism, the spike of Patrick’s crozier pierced 
Óengus’ foot. Thinking it part of the Christian baptism rite, the king said nothing, but 
suffered in silence (Marnane 2007: 15). 
Founding of the church in Wisconsin 
The top of the Bishops’ Tower collapsed following a severe storm in 1848, leaving 
rubble piled near the entrance to the cathedral. An American visitor to the Rock of 
Cashel asked permission to use  stone from the rubble to found a church in his 
hometown of Watertown, Wisconsin. An agreement was reached, and a portion of stone 
accordingly shipped to America where the church was duly built.
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